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Disclaimer

This book contains true narratives based on the life of the author.
Some of the events are composites of several actual events. In order
to protect trade secrets, corporate relationships, and personal life
histories, the names of some organizations, clients, and individu-
als described in this book have been changed.
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Foreword

By Marc Benioff
Founder, Chairman, and CEO, Salesforce.com

There’s a revolution going on in business today. Thanks to new
technologies, and especially the internet, we are living in a time
when creative people can start and build their own businesses
more easily and more efficiently than ever before. The entrepre-
neurial companies spawned in the past decade have become the
power behind older and bigger corporations and have changed
the way traditional organizations operate. The services these com-
panies provide have also dramatically changed how we live. Think
about the many new ways the Web allows us to communicate, make
purchases, search for information, or even scope out dates.

The ability to pursue entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs
themselves—from John D. Rockefeller to William H. Gates—have
always given the United States a competitive edge. And now, we are
enjoying a Golden Age of entrepreneurship: forty-five million Amer-
icans (30 percent of the workforce) run their own businesses; more
than half of all university graduates will start a business in their life-
times; and most of the nation’s job growth and new technologies
hail from entrepreneurial companies. In a report to the president
on small business and the economy, William Baumol, professor of
economics and academic director of the Berkeley Center for Entre-
preneurial Studies at New York University, calls entrepreneurship
the “indispensable component” of growth and prosperity.

The amazing thing about this “indispensable component”
boosting the economy and bettering society is that it comes down
to individual people. These individuals need not come from privi-
leged backgrounds nor graduate from top universities (or any uni-
versity for that matter). They are people who work hard, have good

xi
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ideas, and are committed to making a difference. They are people
like Ben Casnocha, people like me, and people like you.

>>

I first met Ben Casnocha when I received an email from him a few
years back. Ben introduced himself as the founder and chairman
of Comcate, the leading provider of web-based software for public
agencies. I was familiar with Comcate as a terrific service that suc-
cessfully helps organizations improve customer service and increase
staff efficiency. Comcate was also a customer of my company, sales-
force.com. Ben wrote saying that he had some feedback for me. I
am always eager to listen to customer insights; this has been
tremendously helpful in improving our products and building our
business. I was also intrigued because Ben mentioned that we had
a lot in common. Both Ben and I were founders and chairmen of
San Francisco–based technology companies. Both of us spoke at the
same industry conferences. Both of us were passionate about phil-
anthropy and had started corporate foundations designed to serve
young people. Both of us believed in the internet’s power to
change the way everything is done.

Indeed, as Ben suggested, we had a lot in common. Then there
was this bombshell: Ben was a fifteen-year-old high school sopho-
more. I knew better than to dismiss him as a kid who didn’t know
about business, though. Most entrepreneurs learn about business
either at home or through experience—not through traditional
schooling. And age? Steve Case, the founder of AOL, first got into
business when he was six (selling the juice from the limes grown
in his backyard). Michael Dell started a company that sold stamps
to collectors when he was twelve, and later launched Dell Com-
puters from his University of Texas dorm room. Bill Gates founded
Microsoft—now the world’s Number 1 software company—when
he was nineteen.

I knew about the possibilities of starting and succeeding in
business at a young age from personal experience as well. I created
my first company, Liberty Software, when I was sixteen. My back-
ground allowed me to truly appreciate and understand Ben’s
unconventional story.

Reading My Start-Up Life: What a (Very) Young CEO Learned on
His Journey Through Silicon Valley was exhilarating because it brought

xii FOREWORD
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back so many memories of my own life as a young entrepreneur. I
remember being fourteen and spending hours in RadioShack
teaching myself how to use a computer. By high school, I was
designing Atari computer games with titles like Escape from Vulcan’s
Island and Crypt of the Undead. (My grandmother wrote the music
for that one.) I loved running my own business. And while I made
money—enough to buy a new Toyota Supra (very cool at the time)
and put myself through college—financial gain wasn’t the most
exciting part about being an entrepreneur. The most thrilling
thing was creating something—and having a hand in something
that was much bigger than me.

That sentiment, learned at Liberty Software, was one of the most
important drivers in the creation of salesforce.com, which is now a
publicly traded company and the leader in on-demand CRM solu-
tions. Sure, Liberty also taught me about pricing, marketing, and
listening to customers, but the biggest entrepreneurial epiphany
was understanding the potential power in running a business: it
could serve as a tool to change the way things were done; it could
help make a difference in this world.

>>

Ben Casnocha gets that. “Starting a business/being an entrepre-
neur still seems like the surest bet to maximize the possibility of
making a huge impact on the world,” he says. Ben found there was
something inefficient about the way public agencies ran their
offices and he figured out a way to improve it. He had a keen sense
of the marketplace and used the power of the internet to effect
change. He was also creative enough to think outside the tradi-
tional boxes that define business and weave philanthropic giving
into his business model by committing to donate a percentage of
his company’s profits, time, and equity to the community.

Ben has an uncanny understanding of our zeitgeist and can be
counted on as predicting—and ushering in—the future. (Don’t
take my word for it: a conference in Paris named him one of the
“twenty-five most influential people in the world of internet and
politics.”)

My Start-Up Life is not a how-to that will delineate how to cre-
ate a successful business like Comcate with a few cookie-cutter
instructions. This narrative will, however, reveal everything you
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need to know as you begin your entrepreneurial journey. You’ll
learn about everything from writing a business email to dealing
with offshore contractors to the dynamics of an information econ-
omy. You’ll learn about the risks Ben took: the ones that paid off
(offering early customers a discount) and the ones that didn’t (pre-
maturely hiring an outsider as CEO). Most of all, you will enjoy this
provocative, honest, and fun romp through an entrepreneurial
achievement, which will leave you determined to embark on your
own enterprising endeavor—and inspired to find your own way to
make a difference.

xiv FOREWORD
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Introduction

I was running through Ontario International Airport in California
after a series of exhausting sales pitches. Not only was I sprinting
out-of-control to catch a plane, I was running without my shoes on.
After putting them through the x-ray scanner I hadn’t had time to
shoehorn them back onto my feet. My Southwest Airlines plane
was going to pull away from the gate in literally five minutes.

I ran, in stocking feet, a tan suit, and ruffled tie, sweat stream-
ing down my fifteen-year-old body. The airport became a basket-
ball court, my focus shifting to the thrust of my arms, the spring in
my calves. The sidelines were packed with cheering fast food joints.
A child sitting at another gate encouragingly yelled, “Run, run,
run!” And run I did. Nothing was going to stop me from catching
this flight.

I finally made it to the gate and jammed my oversize feet into
my uncomfortable dress shoes. I’m always one size too big or
small—perfect, acceptable fit always eludes me—and then hustled
onto the plane as the very last passenger to board. The flight was
packed. With no assigned seating on Southwest, I made my way
back to the one available vacancy: the middle seat in the very last
row. I passed aisle after aisle, bumping elbows and stepping on
toes. I buckled my seat belt, turned on the air vent, and planted
my head on the headrest. My eyes shut slowly and I fell asleep.

I had gotten up at 3:45 for a 6 A.M. flight. It was just another
Tuesday in November, my freshman year in high school, thirty
thousand feet in the air on one of my cherished “sick days.”

It was just another day in my start-up life.

>>

What brought me to this place? At this time in my life? I had a crazy
teacher for my Macintosh Repair elective in middle school. For our
class photo, “The Mac Doctor” shaved one side of his face and head

1
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completely bald. One day, during our early morning class, he forced
all students to memorize the Apple Computer “Think Different”
poem. I went home and memorized the poem and watched the
video ad. The people who are crazy enough to think they can change the
world are the ones who do, the narrator intoned to images of Gandhi,
Martin Luther King, Ted Turner, Albert Einstein. I watched the ad
again. Then again. It moved me like no other video or movie had
before. It made me want to change the world.

I didn’t want to wait. And I didn’t. 
My efforts to impact the world have taken the form of two tech-

nology companies. My current company, Comcate, is now the lead-
ing e-government/customer service software provider to small and
midsize local governments throughout the United States, with
thousands of public sector employees using our products each day.
This book is the story of its founding.

But it is, really, more a story about an entrepreneur and his
entrepreneuring. Though the narrative focuses on launching Com-
cate, seen in the broadest light I hope this book can speak to what
empowered individuals can achieve with the right combination of
luck, opportunity, and persistence. The key, from my perspective,
is to think like an entrepreneur (we’ll explore what that means in
the coming pages). Many people don’t, because when you dream
big you may fail big, too.

The main narrative tracks my story chronologically and is
accompanied by two special features. First, “Brainstorms” (or side-
bars) draw out key business lessons and tactics that you can apply
in your own life. Second, there are “Brain Trust” mini essays from
a sampling of my circle of advisors who share their often hard-
earned wisdom. It is rare for such accomplished businesspeople to
speak so directly about what it takes to be successful. But you
should understand up front: there is no ten-step program here, or
twenty “secrets to success”. No magic wand. Becoming a success in
business takes a lot of hard work, and a lot of luck. The drive must
come from within. Your motivation can’t be extrinsic rewards such
as money or fame—it has to be something deeper and more mean-
ingful than that. I’ve been lucky to have people help me find this
intrinsic drive and sense of meaning about my work in my own life.
I hope this book can serve that purpose for you, as well as provide

2 INTRODUCTION
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some actionable advice. After reading, check out the companion
website at www.mystartuplife.com to continue the conversation.

>>

I am fortunate in many ways: I grew up in the San Francisco Bay
Area, home to some of the world’s smartest business and technol-
ogy practitioners; I have tremendously supportive parents; I’ve gone
to good schools. But I want to convince you that these circum-
stances alone are not enough to guarantee success. I’ve met with
entrepreneurs young and old all over the world and the common
thread is a spirit, not a background or location. Writer Joan Didion
captured the necessary spirit in the conclusion of a commence-
ment address at the University of California, Riverside. Read these
words, read this book, and then go out and make things happen!

I’m not telling you to make the world better, because I don’t think
that progress is necessarily part of the package. I’m just telling you
to live in it. Not just to endure it, not just to suffer it, not just to
pass through it, but to live in it. To look at it. To try to get the pic-
ture. To live recklessly. To take chances. To make your own work
and take pride in it. To seize the moment. And if you ask me why
you should bother to do that, I could tell you that the grave’s a fine
and private place, but none I think do there embrace. Nor do they
sing there, or write, or argue, or see the tidal bore on the Amazon,
or touch their children. And that’s what there is to do and get it
while you can and good luck at it.

INTRODUCTION 3
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5

My Dot-Com Life Begins

Your vision will become clear only when you look into
your heart. Who looks outside, dreams. Who looks inside,
awakens.
CARL JUNG

It didn’t start with a dream. It didn’t start in a garage.
It didn’t even start with an innovative epiphany, which are per-

haps entrepreneurs’ most overplayed recollections. In technology
entrepreneur Jerry Kaplan’s excellent memoir Startup, he writes
that he was overwhelmed by emotion when he discovered his great
idea: “This unique emotion—the modern scientific version of reli-
gious epiphany—is startling in its raw power and purity. . . . We
were momentarily unable to speak. I saw Mitchell’s eyes become
glazed and teary.”

I wish my epiphany were as primal. It wasn’t, and most aren’t.

>>

Why do we remember certain moments with perfect vividness, even
though they seemed normal at the time? Sometimes it is obvious
when a memory will be burned into your mind forever—champi-
onship games, weddings, and the like. I still remember what started
as a routine day in the year 2000 when my sixth-grade technology
teachers Paul Williams and Kirk Lorie wrote on the board our idea
for a new website. I was sitting in a chair near the back wall of our
computer lab. The idea seemed mildly interesting and I thought it
would be a fun project for the semester. On a conscious level I didn’t

CHAPTER 

1.0

c01.qxd  3/22/07  4:50 PM  Page 5



think twice about this “assignment.” But the fact that I remember
the moment with such clarity meant something inside of me knew
I was about to start on a path that would change my life.

The idea was straightforward: provide a place online where cit-
izens could vent about stuff that’s broken in their neighborhood.
Streetlights, potholes, tree limbs. As sixth graders, the idea grew
from our collective gripes about the dirty seats at the old San Fran-
cisco 49ers stadium, Candlestick Park. The class talked about the
idea for a few months but got impatient and moved on to other
topics. Soon enough the semester ended. There was little material
work to show for the class’s efforts other than a name for the site—
ComplainandResolve.com—and an agreement that talking about
ideas is much easier than implementing them. We all went our sep-
arate ways after school ended.

Except me. I returned to my school’s computer lab a few weeks
later to roar on a high-speed internet connection (my family crawled
on dial-up). It was June 2000 and dot-com mania gripped the Bay
Area. I decided to open some of the Web page files from the tech-
nology class. Seeing how easy it was to create Web pages, I started
spending the bulk of my days that summer working on Com-
plainandResolve. First, I fleshed out the idea. Allowing a place for
citizens to merely vent is not enough—we would have to help citizens
get their gripes resolved. If citizens have a complaint and either
don’t know who to call (and don’t want to navigate government
bureaucracy) or are not receiving a satisfactory resolution from their
local government, they could contact us (ComplainandResolve) and
we would come to their rescue. So to be of service, I thought to
myself, we would have to compile a comprehensive listing of all Cal-
ifornia local government agencies. Second, we would have to bring
some muscle to the matter—perhaps governments would respond
to a consumer advocacy group faster than to a random citizen.

By fall of seventh grade I was readying the website and updat-
ing my parents on my activities. I needed to learn everything about
operating a website, such as how to code HTML and how to regis-
ter a domain name. These and other tasks took time—but more
importantly—they took money. How would I fund this little activ-
ity? I opened up Microsoft Word, selected the “memo” template,
and wrote a brief memo to my parents requesting $200 to start this
website. More amused than anything, they complied, and I bor-
rowed their credit card.

6 MY START-UP LIFE
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Brainstorm: Who Knows What Could
Happen If You Raise Your Hand?

So much of entrepreneurship is simply showing up and tak-
ing small risks.

In my technology class we brainstormed a business idea
but there was no follow-through. I went to the computer lab
every day over the summer and turned our discussion into
something real.

I showed up.
When you show up you risk embarrassment or failure. In

the early days of Comcate I took many risks. I outsourced the
programming of the prototype (OK decision), offered the prod-
uct to early clients at a steep discount (good decision), paid an
interim CEO to write a business plan (bad decision), commit-
ted to a delivery model of hosted software instead of on-site
installation (probably good decision), and snuck into a couple
nonvendor conferences to pitch prospects (good decision).

Today, I continue to take risks, albeit in a more calculated
fashion—consider the potential upside, the potential down-
side, and the probability of either occurring. On my blog, I
reveal personal and professional activities and leave myself
open for critique—which comes in bucketloads! I travel inter-
nationally where few people speak English. At Comcate board
meetings I try to advocate for the unpopular opinion.

Great entrepreneurs show up, take small risks (and some-
times, large risks), raise their hand when they’re confused,
and try to figure out what’s going on and how a situation
could be made better.

When you show up and raise your hand, you’ve already
outperformed 90 percent of the crowd.

As my project developed, my emotions were mixed. Visions of
money? Of course. Every day I’d read in the paper about the latest
paper millionaire. I also liked the possibility of helping people
resolve their gripes. More important, though, and I think most
entrepreneurs would say this, I wanted to fix something that was
broken.

MY DOT-COM LIFE BEGINS 7
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>>

“You’re famous,” my Mom whispered in my ear, waking me one
morning. The San Francisco Chronicle, Northern California’s largest
newspaper, had run a column in its business section about Com-
plainandResolve.com. I was stunned. Yes, I had spoken to a
reporter about my activities after he caught wind of it via an online
message board, but the site hadn’t even launched! I was disap-
pointed because people would presumably visit the site and it
wasn’t ready. But hey, it offered legitimacy. With newfound energy
to get the site launched, I finished all the pages and uploaded
them to a server. Voilà! www.ComplainandResolve.com was born.

I sat back and waited for complaints from unhappy citizens to
stream in. And waited. And waited. Didn’t anyone have a com-
plaint? I was perplexed. It took me a week to figure out that I
couldn’t just sit on my ass once the site was up. (My role models at
the time were other dot-coms that embraced the “build-it-and-they-
will-come” philosophy.) Since the Chronicle article seemed nice, I
decided to cook up some press releases using templates I found in
books at the public library. After running drafts by my Dad, I sent
them to a few local TV stations with the headline “Twelve-Year-Old
Launches Major Citizen Complaint Dot-Com.” Three weeks later,
despite my having done nothing but build a website and send out
several grand press releases, two teams of cameras followed my
every move at school. You gotta do what it takes to attract attention
to your company!

>>

I had never done a TV interview before. The night before these
local TV stations joined me in my bedroom for the one-on-one,
Dad schlepped out the old video camera and did a practice run.
With the camera rolling, he lobbed some questions at me: “Where
will ComplainandResolve.com expand to next, after California?” I
responded: “Well, that’s a good question. We’re probably going to
head south, along the coast of Latin America, and then work our
way inland to countries like Paraguay and Brazil.” Once Dad real-
ized I was joking, I started laughing. The real thing actually went
pretty well, except when the reporter asked a question about my
company’s “overhead,” a foreign business term. I looked at the pro-

8 MY START-UP LIFE
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ducer quizzically and we moved on. The camera eye glared men-
acingly only once. A South Bay news station apparently wanted to
explore the story line of an isolated kid chained to his computer.
After zooming the lens out my bedroom window to the kids play-
ing in the park across the street and dubbing in sounds of children
laughing, the camera came back to me. The question: “Do you feel
like you’re missing out on your childhood?” A little taken aback, I
burst out, “But I’ve read all the Harry Potter books! And look at all
those sports trophies I have!”

I would have more serious and higher-stakes media experi-
ences later on, but at the time I knew only one thing: you simply
cannot beat free media.

>>

The local press coverage generated several complaints a day. Citi-
zens from across the state wrote in about local problems. Consult-
ing my four-hundred-page “Book of Authorities,” a compilation I
created of every phone number of every department of every local
government in California, I would phone the appropriate local gov-
ernment unit and be silent on the line while my Dad or Mom did
the talking. When you’re young it is hard to communicate profes-
sionally with adults—let alone government officials—so this was
key learning time for me. After the call, I would email the citizen
an update.

Eventually I was able to make calls myself to the local govern-
ments, a nerve-racking experience to say the least. Relaying the
requests of our client wasn’t hard on the phone, but the opening
and closing of a call was. In particular, how to professionally end a
voicemail. I soon memorized a few closings: “I look forward to
hearing from you soon. Thanks!” or “Thanks very much, take
care,” or simply “Thanks!” Sometimes I would blow it, for after leav-
ing my number and expressing an extra special thank you, I’d
revert to my scripted ending. So it would come out: “Thank you
very much again, Mr. Doe. Thanks!” I have since learned that this
awkwardness afflicts adults, too.

Despite mangled voicemail messages, I still established rela-
tionships with public works directors who grew accustomed to my
contacts. Local papers continued to write articles about my free
service. BayArea.com named us “Site of the Week,” driving a ton
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of traffic and providing me a free T-shirt. The now-defunct Industry
Standard featured me and Amazon.com founder Jeff Bezos for the
“quotes of the week.” (“America is complaining more than ever, so
we feel like it’s a prime time to launch.”) Seeing titles like “boy
wonder” and “whiz kid” surprised me. All I did was build a website.

>>

To accompany this growth, I had to add a little bit of infrastructure
to my fledgling business, if only to stave off embarrassment. Tom
Ammiano, a well-known member of the San Francisco Board of
Supervisors, once returned a call from ComplainandResolve.com
himself. At that time, the phone number for ComplainandResolve
doubled as my family’s home phone number. My brother picked
up the call and said, “Whoa, who is this? Tom who?” As far as I was
concerned, having Tom Ammiano return a call personally was like
Bill Gates returning a Microsoft tech support inquiry. It worked out
in the end, though you can imagine the conversation (nonviolent,
of course) I had with my brother afterward. After that incident I
secured a toll-free voicemail number. I could never “answer” a
phone call, but I would get messages and then could call them
back on my home land line when I was certain my brother wasn’t
on the phone and my dog wasn’t barking in the background.

>>

Making money didn’t cross my mind until I contracted with a pay-
per-click ad banner company that ran advertisements on my site. I
earned a few cents every time someone clicked on an ad. I needed
$20 before the company would cut a check. I had $18 when the ad
banner company went out of business. Around that time a reporter
for the Oakland Tribune, in an interview, asked me how I was mak-
ing money. I didn’t have a good answer, and she laughed in a
slightly irritating high-pitched tone that said, “Oh, you are a dot-
com entrepreneur.” I smiled a fake smile back to her. She was right.
And I was exhausted.

>>

I was happy with what I had accomplished but realized the work
had become more of a chore than a joy. This is as clear a sign as
any to move on. ComplainandResolve.com had established rela-
tionships with several dozen local government agencies in Cali-
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fornia and helped more than one hundred citizens resolve their
issues. By this measure I considered the effort a success, despite
making no money.

So that summer after seventh grade I reflected on how I had got-
ten engrossed in something as exciting and exhausting as my own
internet company, even on a small scale. I wasn’t the only one reflect-
ing. The 1990s technology bubble had burst and there were quite a
few entrepreneurs doing some serious thinking . . . only theirs was
disbelief over how they could have blown through $50M in a couple
years, whereas mine was whether I wanted to really be someone dif-
ferent or instead spend more time with school friends talking about
who were the hottest girls. (If you don’t remember sixth-seventh-
eighth grades, this is the focus of most boy-to-boy conversations.)

By August I realized I had learned a lot about how government
works and how entrepreneurs create companies. Unlike the many
Americans who aren’t sure how income taxes, property taxes, or
traffic fines are spent, I had a growing understanding of our state
and local government system. I appreciated the tireless, if some-
times inefficient, work of public servants, especially after a thirty-
minute harangue from a traffic engineer who described in bloody
detail how he had placed sensors under the road to time the red
light exactly . . . all in response to my client’s complaint.

On the business side, I learned the difference between a sole
proprietorship and a corporation. I learned about client relations
and marketing. I learned how to write a business letter and how to
make a business phone call. On the technology side, I learned
about dealing with offshore contractors. I learned about the won-
ders of a “flat” information economy, and how even someone as
young and inexperienced as I could partake in it.

It all boiled down to one revelation: While I had learned a lot
through ComplainandResolve, I was ready to move on. To what, I
didn’t know, but something big, something world-changing. . . .

Brain Trust: Take Responsibility
BY HEIDI ROIZEN

Three weeks into my junior year in college, my boyfriend was killed
in a plane crash. It was a horrible tragedy that changed my life . . .
for the better.
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Certainly not because Jeff was a bad person or deserved to die
in any way; in fact, he was terrific. But through his death, a harsh
light was cast on my own life, and I didn’t like what I saw.

Before Jeff died, I was a happily average student content to fol-
low him after college while he pursued his passion to fly. In an
instant, that plan—if you can call it a plan—was gone. I suddenly
saw myself as a person who had settled for following someone else’s
dream, and had somewhere along the way given up my own. I was
overwhelmed with not only the loss of Jeff but the loss of my own
identity, which had become totally subjugated to his. I made a
promise to myself: never again be dependent on another person for
providing my life’s meaning or direction. I took responsibility for my
own life.

It has been almost thirty years since then, and just like you, I
have faced many challenges. But for every one of them, I am bol-
stered by the conviction that I alone need to make my life work—
I don’t expect anyone else to chart my course, to fix my errors, to
solve my problems, to make me happy. This has propelled me
through some tough days, and has driven me to achieve some pretty
good high points as well. This is not incompatible, by the way, with
being married or having kids. I just don’t count on them to give
me my whole purpose in life.

About a week after Jeff died, I received his last paycheck in the
mail—$60, which was twenty-five hours of labor at the time. I
remember thinking, if I could only buy him back for that amount
of time I would gladly pay a hundredfold more. It was a poignant
marker for me of the value of each hour—what it seems worth
to you when they stretch seemingly forever before you versus what
you’d pay for that hour when they are scarce. Or gone. And this
provided me with my second lesson from Jeff’s death: part of being
responsible for your life is also taking responsibility for your enjoy-
ment of life. If you are not enjoying your life, don’t blame it on
someone else. Go figure out how to make it more enjoyable under
your own power and on your own terms.

My hours are precious to me. I try to have a bit of fun every
day—to laugh, to play. And I can speak for Ben and all the suc-
cessful entrepreneurs I know: you will thrive at work when you’re
enjoying yourself.
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c01.qxd  3/22/07  4:50 PM  Page 12



So, take responsibility for each day. Don’t outsource your life
course. It is core to what you are going to get from and contribute
to the world, so make sure you take responsibility for it yourself.

Heidi Roizen is a former entrepreneur and current influential venture cap-
italist in Silicon Valley. She recently served on the board of the National
Venture Capital Association.
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Nature or Nurture?
A San Francisco Upbringing

No city invites the heart to come to life as San Francisco
does. Arrival in San Francisco is an experience in living.
WILLIAM SAROYAN

It is usually around now in the story when people ask, “Wait, wait,
wait—back up. You were thirteen when this was all happening?
How and why did you pursue entrepreneurship? Why weren’t you
playing baseball or doing whatever normal thirteen-year-olds do?
What are your parents telling you during all this?”

I had a rather normal childhood, devoid of the “Baby Einstein”
routines that seem to typify the twenty-first-century high-achieving
American family. My San Francisco upbringing was kind of old-
fashioned, come to think of it: lots of time outdoors, endless games
of basketball and football, family road trips through the Western
U.S., enraging (sometimes abusive) older brothers, and nonstop
silliness. Never a bored moment.

Entrepreneurship took hold early on in my life—around age
seven—but was distinctly absent from my influences. The urge to
create businesses came from within, an internal compass that—
when followed—always sets me near the right path. There’s not an
entrepreneur in my family tree. My parents never said, “Ben, you
can do or be anything! Shoot for the moon!” When I was four years
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old I set up a store outside my bedroom that sold magazines and
other objects stolen from my parents and brothers’ rooms, to
which my parents responded, “Well, what are the hours of your
store?” When I purchased a gumball machine that dispensed the
candy at ten cents a pop, my parents didn’t say, “Wow! Incredible!
See how fun business can be?” Their reaction instead was dry and
amused, “You’re lucky your brothers have a sweet tooth!”

>>

I probably inherited an outer shell of guardedness from my Dad.
He grew up with a father who traveled and was unable to attend
many of his school events. His mother had no college degree. He
attended an all-boys high school and all-men’s college three thou-
sand miles from home. Not surprisingly, amidst all this testos-
terone, he developed a streak of independence, with emotions
concealed beneath a driven exterior. He, like me, discovered the
life of the mind, and his talent as an expert communicator flour-
ished in a passion for finance and law.

Despite our worldviews being quite a bit different, Mom has
exerted her loving influence. She showed me how to find and clip
coupons in the paper and then use them at grocery stores. She
gave me books to read, got me hooked on the public library, and
implored that I read the newspaper. Today, I am frugal about
things that don’t matter and a full-fledged bookslut.

As a child, I had different demands on my Mom than most.
Most kids would ask to be picked up after soccer practice. I asked
for a ride to the City of Livermore to do a sales pitch. Most kids
would ask for help on their homework or organizing their sched-
ules. I asked Mom to drop off a suit during lunch and mail Com-
cate tax documents. All this amounted to a professional
relationship similar to the one I had with Dad.

One day my olfactory senses yanked me into the kitchen as fresh
chocolate chip cookies were warming in the oven. As she baked,
Mom whistled along with the classical music on the radio. I told her,
casually, that the City of Menlo Park had just agreed to be a beta
tester of our product. A wide smile erupted on her face. She wiped
her hand off and extended it out for a firm, enthusiastic shake.

Our kind of embrace.
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16 MY START-UP LIFE

Brainstorm: All the Fuss About “Passion”—
and How to Tap into Yours

“Find your passion and follow it,” countless advice books
instruct. It sounds so easy!

Nearly every college admissions application asks about
your passion in life. This creates obvious heartburn for the
anxious seventeen-year-old: “What if I don’t know what my
passions are?” A midlife crisis candidate asks a similar ques-
tion, only for this person it’s, “Why have I been faking this
passion for so long?”

Figuring out what you love to do and then how to get
paid for it is one of life’s thorniest challenges. I’m lucky at a
young age to have natural inclinations toward entrepreneur-
ship and writing and I have a pretty good sense of what I’ll be
doing in twenty to thirty years. If this isn’t you, fear not—for
most people, it isn’t. Just ask forty-year-olds if they predicted
their current line of work when they were children.

Finding your passion is discovering what activities, causes,
ideas, people, or places make you the most excited about liv-
ing. Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls this being in
the “Flow.”

The critical element of the discovery process is exploration
into the unknown. Unless genetics pull you toward an activity,
you won’t find your “flow” unless you extend yourself. It’s crit-
ical you travel to places you’ve never been to, talk to people
from different walks of life, take jobs you wouldn’t otherwise
consider, read books on topics you’re certain are not inter-
esting. By reading a random article on the brain I discovered
a genuine interest in neuroscience. By signing up on a whim
for an exchange program I discovered a genuine passion for
international travel. By following through on a class assign-
ment I entered the exhilarating environment of entrepre-
neurship, which created the possibility to change lives, solve
problems, and make money. Business became a passion, espe-
cially people-driven business that tries to make an average
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When entrepreneurship became a passion in my life, my family
offered their full, if befuddled, support. With the help of Mom, I
started going to CompUSA each Sunday, armed with their newspa-
per advertisements offering $70 to $80 products free after rebate.
I would buy all those products, send in the rebate forms, and then
resell the products on eBay for slightly less than retail. This was not
Mom’s idea of fun, but she supported my endeavor uncondition-
ally, sometimes driving me as far as Daly City—about a half-hour
south of our home—to find the store offering the rebates.

Though I thought my rebate scheme was pretty clever—after
all, $500 million in rebates go unfulfilled each year—my parents
were more focused on providing the freedom and love that would
allow me to pursue my evolving interests, no matter how much they
diverged from their own.

And such a willingness made a huge difference . . . because
before they blinked I had taken my leash of freedom to the max
. . . and cut off the rope.

A SAN FRANCISCO UPBRINGING 17

person’s life better and easier. And I love management, the
idea that people can be inspired to be and do more than they
ever expected.

You must place faith in these quests for new experiences
so that, somehow, new interests and unfound strengths will
emerge. Trust yourself.

It’s not easy. I’ve met people in their fifties who, when I
ask why they do what they do, tell me, “My father always
wanted me to be in the import/export business.” Parents,
advisors, teachers, and friends all make the passion-discovery
process more difficult than it needs to be by trying to live
their passion through you. Beware.

It is true that if you don’t love what you’re doing and how
you’re doing it, you won’t be very successful at it. But don’t
let all the fuss about passion cause unwarranted anxiety—like
the pursuit of happiness, it’s a lifelong effort that rewards the
open-minded.
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The First Axiom of Business:
Find a Need and Fill It

There are no big problems; there are just a lot of little
problems.
HENRY FORD

I celebrated ComplainandResolve.com’s first anniversary by stick-
ing a fork in it.

I wanted to start a new business using the lessons I’d learned
about local government and business, so it was time to move beyond
my first “practice” business, and take a shot at the big leagues.

>>

One market segment I studied had proved fertile to venture capi-
tal investment—the consumer complaint resolution space, home
to companies such as PlanetFeedback.com (since acquired by Intel-
liseek). Consumers could submit a complaint about a company or
product and PlanetFeedback would route the complaint to the
appropriate parties. They made their money by offering a sophis-
ticated suite of software tools for companies to analyze the thou-
sands of letters consumers sent through their website.

This business model, coupled with my own experiences deal-
ing with slow government bureaucracies, set off a spark. 
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Brainstorm: The Fringe-Thoughts List:
Where Most Great Ideas Develop

Random ideas, quotes, people I need to talk to, a funny con-
versation overheard at the table next to me at my favorite café
down the street, a book recommendation from a review in
the paper, a gift idea, a potential blog post, a short-term task,
a long-term project, and most important . . . new business
ideas!

Each day dozens of fringe thoughts enter our brain. They
may or may not be relevant to our main work. They materi-
alize in various stages of development.

I try to capture, record, review, refine, and publish (on
my blog) as many of these fringe thoughts as I can. Besides
making you a better conversationalist, organizing your fringe
thoughts is one way toward a more intellectually coherent
worldview.

Among the various repositories and lists for such thoughts
should be “New Business Ideas.” Each time you see something
that could be done better, write it down on this list. Don’t be
careful. Recording fringe thoughts is an exercise in creativ-
ity, and research shows that the minute we try to add a filter
to our thinking—for coherence, approval, or completeness—
is the minute the ideas tap goes cold.

What’s on my fringe-thoughts lists? Here’s a sample:

• Business ideas. When leaving a voicemail, press a button
on your phone and it automatically records a message in
your voice. (“Hey, it’s Ben Casnocha, give me a call back
at 415-XXX-XXXX.”)

• Long-term projects. Take an acting class.
• Quotes. “Nothing is as fast as the speed of trust.”—

Stephen Covey

When it’s time to start a new business, consult your fringe-
thoughts list. It’s where many great ideas germinate.
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What if, instead of working for citizens to resolve their requests, we
worked with local governments to help them resolve those complaints?
With this breakthrough insight, I got excited, and as I do with all
my ideas—no matter how half-baked—started writing about it in a
Word document kept on my computer.

Over the next few weeks I studied companies that specialized
in helping private businesses manage customer service. Companies
mostly outsourced customer service. Some companies outsourced
customer support call centers (India!), some outsourced the writ-
ing of response letters, and still others outsourced the surveying
and solicitation of feedback. I looked at all these options and con-
sidered the applicability of each to the local government space. In
my market research it became clear that local governments were,
for the most part, completely ignored by companies targeting the
private sector.

This confused me. Local governments serve hundreds of thou-
sands of “customers,” can never go out of business, and usually lag
behind the private sector in implementing money-saving tech ini-
tiatives. In addition, once a local government buys your product
you’re usually in the door forever. This market, though, is notori-
ous for a few things: a long sales process, occasional budget short-
falls, overworked staff, and, well, they’re light-years behind the
private sector so they may not be ready to buy certain cutting-edge
technologies.

To confirm these assumptions and learn more about the mar-
ket, I turned to my vast network of contacts—my Dad—and
solicited his thoughts. He knew a local city manager, Mike Ramsey
in Antioch, California, who happened to have seen a television
interview with me.1

We set up a meeting with Mike to talk about his customer ser-
vice needs.

>>

In advance of our meeting, I sent Mike Ramsey a document out-
lining my vision for a product to help local governments manage
their citizen complaints.

1 The city manager is the CEO of most U.S. city governments. The city manager
reports to and is appointed by the elected city council.
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On the big day, I realized I didn’t own a suit, so I wore a bor-
rowed white shirt, Mom tied my tie, and I threw a cheap second-
hand blazer on top of it all. After the forty-five-minute drive we
settled into his bare-walled office in Antioch City Hall. Ramsey
returned the document I sent him, only this copy simmered with
comments and feedback. The big news was that he loved the con-
cept. He described cutbacks in his staff; he described how his sec-
retary spent hours each week just routing and managing emails;
he described how all city managers have a city council to please
and the last thing he or a council member wanted to hear was a
citizen bitch at a council meeting about an unaddressed com-
plaint; he said he struggled to manage the expectations of his cit-
izens in an era of Amazon.com—a service request submitted on
Friday night didn’t mean that a pothole would be filled on Satur-
day. In short, that two-hour meeting with Ramsey taught me what
other entrepreneurs spend months trying to hear: a description
of the problem and its ideal solution directly from the mouth of
the customer, and a thorough description of the marketplace as
it stands today.

The meeting with Ramsey remains among the most influential
conversations of my business career. And rightfully, it was the most
tiring. I still recall the exhaustion. To sit in a chair and focus
intensely and act like an adult for two hours is a lot to ask of any
thirteen-year-old.

>>

I cannot overstate the value in meeting with a few knowledgeable
veterans right off the bat when exploring a new idea. Even if you
don’t have an “in” like I did through my Dad’s contact, if the prob-
lem you’re trying to solve is acute enough—and if you commit
resources to trying to solve it—a reasonable potential customer
should meet with you.

Looking back, Ramsey’s viewpoint was just one in a market-
place that turned out to be full of diverse opinions. So it’s impor-
tant to consider how “early adopters” (innovative types who always
want to be on the cutting edge) differ from “mainstream cus-
tomers” (more risk-adverse and slower to act). There are usually
more mainstream customers than early adopters, though you need
to sign up the early adopters first.
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>>

Over the next few months I focused on tasks critical to any start-
up. Much of it was monotonous, tedious work. But it’s all com-
monsense stuff that came to me naturally. First, I made a list of all
the citizen service problems city managers seemed to face. At this
stage there was no point trying to delineate which challenges are
killers and which are just mildly painful. What was important was
to root the list in tangible problems that the city managers, our cus-
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Brainstorm: Feedback, Feedback, Feedback
When I founded Comcate I met one city manager, gained an
introduction to another manager, and received an introduc-
tion from that manager to another. After building a network
of potential customers, I used them as a sounding board as
we developed our products. Because of detailed feedback
Comcate delivered products cities found useful, instead of
products dreamed up by corporate guys in an office. Obtain-
ing feedback can simply mean the difference between success
and failure.

Customer feedback is a key ingredient in any successful
product development process. Get out of your office. Visit
potential customers. Study the market. Talk to people. Invite
critiques and criticism. Ask how you can make your idea bet-
ter. Your idea will suffer if you don’t.

Three warnings, though. First, be wary of accepting one
anecdote as representative of an entire market. Just because
one potential customer says she would like product X doesn’t
mean there’s a meaningful market for that product. Second,
sometimes customers are so ensconced in their reality that
they can imagine no alternative. True innovation rarely
sprouts from customer feedback, but good products must be
informed by it. As Henry Ford once said, “If I had asked peo-
ple what they wanted, they would have said faster horses.”
Third, focus groups can be effective, but know that many par-
ticipants will try to impress or please the facilitator instead of
offering their honest opinions.
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tomers, themselves dictated. Next to each problem, I noted whom
it affected (that is, which person in the organization felt the pain)
and how it was currently being addressed. As I better understood
the market, I realized there were problems the customers didn’t
even know they had. But it’s easiest for entrepreneurs to work with
known, agreed-upon problems and promise to solve ’em better
than anyone else, rather than convince a customer that they can
address invisible needs.

After I created the list of local governments’ citizen service
problems, I outlined alternative and superior methods of address-
ing them and then presented my ideas to potential customers—no
easy task. No executive (or human being, for that matter) likes to
admit that what he or she is doing is wrong or inefficient. There-
fore, it becomes important to frame the conversation with cus-
tomers in ways so they come to the realization that how they are
currently doing business could be improved. This is easier than it
sounds. Ask leading, softball questions and steer the conversations
in your desired direction until the customer goes through his own
process of self-discovery. You’re trying to get feedback, so the point
isn’t to hear what you want to hear but rather to open the poten-
tial customer up to a new, better way of doing something he
thought was perfect.

>>

Armed with a list of problems, current solutions, and possible bet-
ter solutions, the next step was to prioritize. I spoke with Mike Ram-
sey (and some of his friends) again. “How critical are these
problems?” I asked. Some problems only require “vitamins”—that
is, a product that’s “nice to have.” Some issues require “antibiotics,”
which means they’re mission-critical problems. Most profitable
businesses solve mission-critical problems, or the “must-haves.” I
learned customer service is not mission-critical for organizations
(whereas financial, payroll, and purchasing systems, for example,
all are). My product, then, would be a vitamin. At the time I did
not fully understand the challenges of trying to sell a vitamin,
instead of an antibiotic.2 This is probably because I personally had
no real “needs.” Like most other kids, I had wants, but I didn’t

2 Comcate later developed products that paid for themselves. Much easier!
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think about needs. Food, shelter, clothes were all taken care of by
my parents. I didn’t view the world through a lens of improvement,
a perspective all great entrepreneurs carry.

>>

“How much would you pay for this kind of product?” I asked many
city managers. This question is critical because I was trying to deter-
mine whether Ramsey’s vision was a $1,000 or $10,000 product. I
thought this straight-up question would be the quick and easy way
to figure out how much we could charge for a product that man-
aged local governments’ citizen requests. But it was the wrong way
of framing the discussion. Looking now at our average revenue per
deal, our focus groups projected higher numbers than the market
actually justified.

The better approach, which I wish I had taken, is to find out
how much money the customer’s problems are costing. For exam-
ple, an employee spent one-fourth of his time routing and track-
ing citizen complaints, and if we could replace that employee’s
work, then perhaps the value of the product is one-fourth of that
person’s salary. It’s also helpful to talk about the possible product
price with specific data points from other software deals in the
industry. I didn’t have these data and couldn’t drive the conversa-
tion in a realistic direction.

>>

Slowly but surely, the process of “finding a need and filling it”
started to coalesce into a tangible product idea.

And so, one day, as I sat in my bedroom in my pajamas, read-
ing and rereading the emails I exchanged with Ramsey and my
other meeting notes, I drifted back to my first few meetings with
adults—the formality, the old-person body odor, the strange
jokes, all notwithstanding—and thought, “It can’t be that hard; I
held my own.” Fortunately, I was not thinking about the thou-
sands of people laid off during the dot-com bubble burst, nor was
I hearing the commentators say it was the worst time to start a
new business. Right then and there, I closed my eyes, took a deep
breath, and said silently, “I want to start a business to solve Mike
Ramsey’s problem. I don’t just wanna, I’m gonna. I’m going to be a
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real technology entrepreneur selling real stuff for money, not just a
dot-com.” I opened my eyes again, this deep proclamation just
uttered in the risk-free but still brutally accountable world of my con-
sciousness. I looked around in the way you listen for reindeer
hooves on the roof on Christmas Eve. Nothing had changed. I
was still a thirteen-year-old boy who wished his pimples would go
away. And it was then that I learned a most important lesson: talk
is cheap.
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Comcate Is Born:
The Nuts and Bolts
of Starting a Business

Whenever you see a successful business, someone once
made a courageous decision.
PETER DRUCKER

Your whole life you’re taught to ask for permission. A wise man
once said he prefers to ask for forgiveness.

If, before starting something, your first instinct is to ask
someone—some “authority”—for permission, then you’re proba-
bly not an entrepreneur. I had no illusions about needing to be
eighteen or twenty-one to start a company. Give me a canvas so I
can start painting!

>>

Fall 2001 was winding down. What a busy few months. I had
learned a great deal about local government and my target mar-
ket. Now I needed to learn about the mechanics of starting a for-
profit business. It felt similar to when my family first got internet—I
thought we only needed a Web browser. Then I learned about
Internet Service Providers.

On any given day my excitement and optimism soared or
swooned depending on the effectiveness of my self-teaching efforts.
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With no entrepreneurship curriculum at school, no entrepreneurs
in the family, and few programs aimed at youth, I was on my own
to scour the public library, follow link after link online, and read
business magazines and books. One of my favorite, more success-
ful tactics was to monitor the business conference circuit and email
speakers or presenters and request their PowerPoint presentations.
Even though I didn’t attend the conference, many speakers still
emailed their materials. I also persuaded Golden Gate University
in San Francisco to let me audit management and marketing
classes for free over the summer.

When this approach worked, the results were glorious. I could
search for the definition of “preferred stock” in the privacy of my own
thoughts. I could research public relations and ask myself the ques-
tion, “So how do they make toxic sludge sound good for you?” with-
out offending someone’s third cousin once removed who happens
to run a small PR firm and takes pride in her work, thank you very
much. I could study accounting over and over and come to enjoy
acronyms like FIFO and LIFO, so long as it wasn’t EBITDA, a phrase
new MBAs will utter about four times a day, their starched shirts and
suits unable to keep corked the smugness a six-letter acronym allows.1

When my self-teaching failed, I was a new kid in a big city, hun-
gry for all of it but digesting little: I would read at length about
some topic—say, the difference between “horizontal” and “verti-
cal” markets—and then a week later hear someone use those terms
in a meeting or read them in an article, and I’d feel like Pope
Benedict at Rick Warren’s church: it sounds like Christianity, but
what’s up with the T-shirts? There’s a big difference between read-
ing something passively and being able to apply it, describe it, ana-
lyze it, all in real time with college-educated and experienced
adults. Accumulating random bits of knowledge was better than
nothing, but absent real-life experiences to cohere my readings
into something meaningful, I was like the A+ student who can’t
screw in a lightbulb. This would all change, soon, under the guid-
ance of a mentor. Until then, the business literature accumulating
on my bedside repeated one phrase over and over: “business plan.”

1 EBITDA: Earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation, and amortization. FIFO:
First in first out. LIFO: Last in first out. These last two are inventory account-
ing terms.
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>>

In the dot-com boom there were few more popular buzzwords than
“the b-plan.” I’d heard absurd (but apparently true) stories of peo-
ple raising $50K on nothing more than ten pages of fantasy. The
covers of ad-stuffed magazines like Entrepreneur offered the “Five
Critical Elements of Any Business Plan.” To a novice, the business
plan seemed pivotal, especially if you had any hopes of raising ven-
ture capital. How b-plans got so sexy is beyond me—they’re just a
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Brainstorm: The Business Plan Myth
The myth of business plans is that you must write a big, fat
document and spend months laboring. The problem with the
big, fat plan is that: (a) no one will read it, (b) it is out of date
the minute you print it, and (c) you’ve killed too many trees.
Instead, think this way:

The best business plans are short.

The best business plans are living documents.

The best business plans do more for you than for others by
clarifying your own thinking.

Put pen to paper and outline the fundamentals of your
business idea: the market you want to go after, the competi-
tive landscape, your product or services, how you plan to
make money, and the management team you could assemble.
PowerPoint will likely constrain you. Just write in a word
processor.

Then leave the office.
Talk to people. Share your ideas. Get feedback. Don’t

worry about confidentiality too much—other people have
probably already thought of the idea, and no VC will sign a
nondisclosure agreement.

I fell for the business plan myth when I started Comcate
and I lost valuable time and expended unnecessary energy.
Avoid this trap!
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document, and I know now they are almost always out of date
within five minutes of writing. But I was just a babe, so I jumped in
in my birthday suit.

I spent an entire weekend sitting on a couch in our living room
with the music tuned to my favorite radio station, feet on the cof-
fee table, laptop on my legs, a glass of chardonnay sparkling on the
side. . . . OK, no wine, but I felt cozy. Writing the plan raised ques-
tions that I had never considered. I was blabbing and I knew it, try-
ing to do something big but mustering only vague sentences
(“Improve customer service in local governments by developing inex-
pensive software”). Writing a business plan forced me to think cre-
atively in ways different from those I’d been taught in the classroom.
It wasn’t enough to game the system, as we do in school, because I
needed to invent the map to success. There was only a white screen
and blinking cursor in front of me. My tools were my brain, books,
and websites. Few tools and endless unanswered questions.

>>

Then manna fell, out of tragedy. My godfather Jim Edmund, the
man who ignited my adoration of bow ties, had died of skin can-
cer. Mom, my brothers, and I heard the news while camping at
Lassen National Park in California. Dad’s scratchy voicemail
included the date of the funeral as well as a request from Jim’s wife
that I speak as a surrogate son (Jim had no kids). I worked with my
parents to draft a speech, mostly about fishing.

On the day of the funeral, I walked up to the podium and
looked out at the somber crowd. It was my first funeral. I felt
intense pressure around my sinuses—like the pain I get in my ears
in airplanes during descent—and it held back tears, this pain. My
brother brought out a tissue and I saw him wiping a tear off his
cheek. I’m still not sure if it was a real tear or if it was him playing
grown-up, since adults can always cry at the right time and in a con-
trolled way. I, on the other hand, fiercely resisted crying for the
same reason—I too wanted to play grown-up, and I felt that lock-
ing my tear ducts in place would belie age. I finished my oratory
soon enough and returned to my seat in the “family” section to
receive warm congratulations from my parents. I didn’t crack. The
next person to go up, however, did. He cried. He was at least forty.
He bawled into the microphone, the gasping for air in between
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sobs ricocheting throughout the room. I was confused. Is this what
adults did? It would not be the first time my assumptions about
proper adult behavior would be challenged. It would not be the
first time I foolishly fought back genuine emotion in an effort to
adjust to the “politics” of an environment.

When it was all over, I took the long walk from one end of the
funeral home chapel out the door. I made eye contact with the
people in the other pews. All older than me, all smiling. Only a few
wet cheeks. Their facial expressions seemed to say, “Good job!” I
kind of nodded, though wondering why anyone would be smiling
given the circumstances. The next person I made eye contact with
had a special twinkle, a penetrating smile, and I gave him slightly
longer eye contact of the kind you might casually direct to an
attractive woman. Little did I know that this round, graying man
in the pew, as much a stranger as the rest, would go on to be the
most influential person in my business career.

>>

Months later, as I idled with a half-baked business plan, Dad
informed me that my godfather’s widowed wife Sandy had con-
nected with one of Jim’s former colleagues, Mike Patterson, then
an accomplished tax partner at PricewaterhouseCoopers who
worked with many start-ups and venture capitalists. He had heard
me speak at the funeral, and with Sandy’s encouragement, agreed
to a short meeting to discuss my business idea.

All of a sudden, my half-baked business plan roared to life. I
crammed in preparation for my meeting with Patterson. I reviewed
the books I had accumulated on entrepreneurship and business
and reedited my draft business plan. I readied my business cards.
When I heard the doorbell ring, I snatched a few copies of the
seven-page b-plan (the short version) from the printer and greeted
Mike Patterson.

With no concept of small talk, I got started right away.
“Thanks for coming over. I have this business idea, maybe

you’ve heard about it?”
“Yep! Sandy has told me a bit. Tell me more. I’m pretty

intrigued, Ben.”
“For a while now I’ve been working on this website that handles

citizen complaints. We’ve gotten a bunch from California residents. I
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don’t know, it just seems like cities need to do a better job routing,
tracking, managing these inquiries, and I think software could be
pretty useful.” It took several years for me to assert an opinion with
confidence to someone forty years my senior without excessively qual-
ifying it with “I think” or “maybe.” I wanted never to sound stupid.

Mike spent a few minutes reading the business plan and he
provided me with nothing but encouragement.

“Ben, here in the Valley there are a number of retired and
wealthy entrepreneurs who would love to support a kid, and the
American Dream. If you can take this far enough, I can hold a
cocktail party and see if they could put more money into this thing
to really make it run,” Mike said.

Cocktail parties? Wealthy entrepreneurs? The American Dream?
Mike had been at my house for ten minutes. I was already ecstatic.

“How, exactly, does that work? I mean, what does it take to get
to the cocktail party?” my Dad asked.

“Well, if you can prove that the concept could become a legit-
imate business, solving problems people will pay for, then these
guys would put in money to help take the company to a level where
VCs would be interested. They would want to install a CEO and a
team because it ain’t gonna get there with just Ben, but he could
still stay active. They want to find a good business opportunity, but
they’ll also do it for Ben. Not because this one is going to be the
big one, nor the company after that. It’s the company after that.
That’s why they’ll want to know him.”

We chatted for a few more minutes.
“Well,” I said. “All that seems cool, but that still seems a long

way off. What do I need to do now? I have words on paper. . . .
That’s it.”

“Do some P&L’s and get started on the prototype,” Mike said
with a briskness that suggested an end to our meeting. I thought
we had just gotten started, but those two tasks would keep me
plenty busy, especially when I looked up what “P&L” stood for—
profit and loss statement—that is, a somewhat important part of
the business: how to make money!

>>

After the meeting with Mike Patterson, I was pumped to keep mov-
ing. I searched the Web to find a software programmer to code a
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prototype of a complaint-tracking product that reflected city man-
ager Ramsey’s vision. I had neither the skills nor inclination to try
to learn how to code by myself. So I posted a sketch of the project
on eLance, an online marketplace for independent contractors.
Many programmers submitted bids. The highest was $31,000. The
lowest was $2,200. I picked the $2,200 guy. His English name was
Russell; he lived in Bangladesh.

I looked at the balance of my savings account, and then, since
it had worked before, I wrote a memo to my Dad:

Dear David G. Casnocha,

This memo is to request $5,000 to launch a company
to be known as Comcate, as in “communicate.” As you
know, the prospects for Comcate are great—there
is a demonstrated need in the marketplace, real
opportunities for angel funding, and the possibility
to develop a prototype for $2,200. The rest of this
money would be spent on sales and marketing, the
details of which to be determined later. In exchange
for your investment you would receive a considerable
number of shares of Comcate. 

(Shares did not exist at the time.)
My Dad laughed the way parents laugh when their daughter

says she wants to be president of the United States. Then he agreed.
We were going to embark on this together—me in the front seat,
he in the back with a watchful eye. This arrangement ultimately
formed the foundation of our father-son relationship. Had he been
sane and said “No,” I would have plowed forward anyway. It just
would have taken longer and I would have broken down my mile-
stones into small bites. But having him onboard accelerated my
plan, and I’m forever grateful.

>>

I inked the deal with the Bangladeshi programmer and over the
course of the next several months exchanged more than two thou-
sand emails with him. For a year and a half I neither spoke with Rus-
sell on the phone nor met him in person, just emails. He turned
out to be perfect for what I needed—a cheap, fast programmer.
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Brainstorm: Why Some People Get More
Stuff Done (and Start Real Businesses)

Given two ambitious, intelligent people, both of whom have
some big ideas, why does one start getting things done while
the other one stays stuck in the dreaming stage? What’s the
difference between two people whose success is premised on
executing tasks across a variety of disciplines—as is the case
in most start-ups—and one seems to be able to do more
quicker, while the other person spends excessive time fret-
ting, planning, dreaming, or consulting people? Here are
some differences I see:

• People who get stuff done maintain a high commitment to them-
selves. They don’t want to let themselves down. The chief
motivation to achieve comes from within, not externally.
It is easy to not keep promises you make to yourself
(“Gee, I think I’m going to stop smoking” or “Gee,
I’m going to join the gym this month”).

• People who get stuff done strive for “good enough.” Good
enough is a key principle in entrepreneurship. If your
aim is “perfect,” the future is so far away it may be hard
to get going.

• People who get stuff done think about the short-term future.
At the end of meetings, they ask, “So what are the next
steps?” It’s easy to analyze the present or dream about
the distant future, but actionable tasks over the next two
to four weeks are most important for keeping the ball
moving.

• People who get stuff done “dream” and “talk” as much as the
next guy, but they share these dreams and ideas with others. By
sharing your intentions with others, you introduce yet
another accountability mechanism.

• People who get stuff done begin. Taking that first step can be
the hardest. Act now! As Taoism founder Lao-tzu said, “A
journey of one thousand miles begins with a single step.”

(Continued)
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Russell built a working prototype I could show Mike Ramsey. When
I met with Ramsey the next time (remember, getting face time with
a potential customer is critical!) he was blown away that I had actu-
ally followed through on our initial conversations months before:
“Ben, I am frankly shocked you followed up on my feedback. It’s
enormously gratifying to see someone act on it, and you better
believe it: where you’re headed is going to make connecting with
our customers a whole lot easier, something I’m willing to pay for.”
He gave additional detailed feedback—how he wanted the appli-
cation to work to suit his exact needs. I valued the specificity of his
comments and promised to incorporate all of them into the prod-
uct. And as I learned, businesspeople love it when you make a com-
mitment and then follow through on it.

I was off and running.

>>

It was in eighth grade when something had to give in my increas-
ingly busy start-up life. This something turned out to be my for-
mal schooling, which started to slip from my radar screen.
Classroom work never really returned as my central focus until
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What mindset allows me to be productive? I’m fortunate
not to have many onerous projects that I loathe to work on.
Loving what you do is key to getting stuff done and not sim-
ply talking about it. When I’m focused on work, I take a “let’s-
kick-some-butt” attitude. If something is difficult, I break it
down into parts and organize its related tasks on my com-
puter. When I’m effective and productive, I treat myself by
going to the gym, eating an energy bar, or making time to do
a blog post.

Do you want to be known as a doer or a talker? Do you
want to start businesses or just talk about starting businesses?
The answers to these questions—and others like them—are
better indicators of your future success in business than the
slickness of your b-plan, the extent of your funding, or who
you know. It’s all inside you.
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junior year in high school. Although I remember some lessons
from school during those intervening years, most of it is a blur.
During the spring of my eighth-grade year, when Dad and I were
interviewing local programmers at his law offices, I started skip-
ping physical education—the last period of the day—to go down-
town. It was during these days that something began to click for me:
“I’m not normal, nor do I want to be.” Formal schooling didn’t make
perfect sense to me. I found the real, fast-paced world of entrepre-
neurship more exciting than my classroom work. I found the adults
I began to interact with more interesting (but less funny) than my
peers at school. Even as I began slowly pulling away from the day-
to-day minutia of my other teenage friends, I must have been doing
something right. I later earned the top honor in my eighth-grade
yearbook: “Most Popular.” (I also received “Most Likely to Be U.S.
President,” but who cares about that?)
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First Meeting with a VC
(It’s All About the Network)

My chief want in life is someone who shall make me do
what I can.
RALPH WALDO EMERSON

For entrepreneurs, getting a meeting with a venture capitalist on
the fabled Sand Hill Road, which runs through Menlo Park, and
along the northern edge of the Stanford University campus, is a
worthy accomplishment. If you don’t know a VC personally, it can
take dozens of calls and emails to secure a meeting with someone
who could fund your start-up. And dozens of calls and emails are
no guarantee of an audience. For me, as lady luck would have it, I
met with a venture capitalist early on: my very first meeting with an
adult businessperson.

>>

The value of obtaining advice from experienced people in the field
is one I cherished from the start and continue to hold as essential
to successful entrepreneurship. After our first introduction, Mike
Patterson, my neighbor and Silicon Valley connector, offered to
introduce me to businesspeople who could serve as intellectual
incubators—folks who could guide me through the entrepre-
neurial process and become part of my nascent brain trust. The
first person on his list was Greg Prow, managing director of Soft-
bank Venture Capital (and later Mobius VC).

36

CHAPTER 

5.0

c05.qxd  3/22/07  4:54 PM  Page 36



FIRST MEETING WITH A VC 37

Brainstorm: The Power of Mentors
A famous Harvard Business Review article published in 1979
reported that mentored executives earned more money at a
younger age, were better educated, were more likely to fol-
low initial career goals, and had higher career satisfaction.
This isn’t all that surprising—experienced practitioners trans-
ferring wisdom is bound to do something!

I can’t overstate the importance of mentors in my life.
They have provided invaluable fellowship both personally and
professionally. Personally, I have turned to wise adults on life
matters—trying to make sense of my place in the world. Pro-
fessionally, my mentors breathed gently on flickering embers,
nurturing a wannabe entrepreneur from raw passion to smart
focus. What’s important in developing effective mentoring
relationships?

• Good people. When I founded Comcate I made several vis-
its to the Small Business Administration (SBA) of San
Francisco, which provides free business coaches through
its SCORE association (Service Corps of Retired Execu-
tives). These men and women have done and seen it all
before—and their advice and guidance can be invalu-
able. And did I mention that they are free? Before your
network is established, start easy and free! Over time, as
you meet more people, don’t be shy. The words, “I’m
looking for mentors” is often enough. But be sure you’ve
done loads of background research on the person. Know
what makes them tick before initiating a relationship.

• Mentors versus advisors. There’s a difference. My “advisors”
tend to consult exclusively on professional-career issues
whereas my “mentors” veer into personal issues. My advi-
sors have domain expertise in an area particularly rele-
vant to Comcate (local government or software
development). The mentors I know are all over the
map—entrepreneurs, teachers, poets, you name it.
I think it’s important to have people in both camps.

(Continued)
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With little more than a few poorly written pages of a business
plan, I was thrilled at the opportunity to meet with someone who
could whip it into shape. I knew nothing about venture capital and
nothing about business customs like shaking hands or making a
presentation. I didn’t even fully process how lucky I was to sap an
hour and a half of time from a managing director of one of the
world’s largest venture capital firms. In all my youthful innocence,
just excitement reigned.

Dad, Mike Patterson, and I drove to the Softbank offices in
Mountain View. It was a splendid sunny day on the 101 freeway. It
didn’t take long before I saw billboards for dot-coms and technol-
ogy companies, the intimidating buildings with “Siebel” plastered
on the front, and the cars beside us becoming mostly BMWs and
Lexuses. We weren’t just going to Mountain View. We were going
to the Silicon Valley.

>>

I didn’t want to let Mike down—he had cashed in a favor for the
meeting and still didn’t know me well. This was a test to solidify my
relationship with Mike as much as to impress Greg Prow. I was also
nervous because from what I had read in newspapers, VC firms

38 MY START-UP LIFE

• A two-way street. The reasons mentors like to mentor is
because they derive a return, too. Talk to schoolteachers
and they will tell you their students teach them as much as
they teach the students, and that they enjoy imparting
their knowledge and watching it grow. The person on the
receiving end of the mentoring relationship should work
hard to ensure it’s not totally a one-way street.

• Diversity. People are helpful in different ways. There are
some mentors in my life who I trust particularly on issues
of emotion and spirit. Others are more hardheaded ana-
lyzers who help me digest complex situations. Each
brings a unique perspective to our relationship, and I
have learned valuable lessons from all of them. Maintain
an eclectic group of mentors to help you take on the
range of issues life throws at you.
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were in the dumps. The ’90s tech bubble was just bursting. As we
pulled into the parking lot, my palms were sweaty. But when I
walked into the building out of the hot, penetrating sun I unex-
pectedly felt instantly transformed into a world of wealth and cool-
ness. A secretary printed a name tag and led me to a back room
where there were unlimited amounts of food and drink. Bagels,
fruit platters, sodas . . . all in the kind of excess that defined this
region. In fact, the red sugary buzz radiating from the donuts
seemed aligned with the too-rich investors, each an expression of
the other, as if being drunk on start-ups was not enough and
instead every part of the building had to demonstrate irrational
exuberance. Returning with my hoard, I settled in a huge, comfy
chair next to Dad and Mike, picked up one of the ten business
magazines on the side table, and started flipping aimlessly. The
bubble hadn’t burst here—yet.

Ten minutes later—VCs are always late to meetings—Greg lum-
bered down the massive silver retro staircase and greeted me with
a wide smile. He had a big frame held in place by a heavily
starched shirt with gold cuff links. His hair was wavy and long, but
perfectly combed. We settled into expensive chairs circling a large
wooden conference room table with speakerphone equipment sta-
tioned in the center. The room smelled of sugar. The walls were
undecorated but snow white. I don’t think we were in the chief
conference room, but the fanciness still left me in a daze. I was still
soaking up the ambiance—How the fuck did I manage to pull this
off?!—when Greg announced he had detailed feedback. He had
actually read the business plan I sent him! He went to the white-
board and drew up numbers. That’s when I started kicking for air.

Market share, channels, distribution strategy, competitive analy-
sis, revenue run rates—all these were unfamiliar phrases that Greg
used in the context of typical VC questions: “What one thing in the
world will you be better at than anyone? How will your product be
positioned against other products? What’s the market landscape
like—wide open, fragmented, dominated by IBM types, etc.? How
long is the sales cycle? How do local governments buy? What chan-
nels do they use? How good is the technology?” It wasn’t grilling.
After all, I wasn’t trying to raise money (just get feedback) and I
was, well, a kid. There was no wrong answer. Greg was just illus-
trating the many issues I still had to think through.
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“How is all this sounding to you, Ben?” Mike asked. The room
went silent. The only noise was my brain chewing on Greg’s questions.

“Wow, really helpful,” I ventured. “I guess I’m unsure where I
go from here. At a general level, it seems the idea may have a
future, but differentiating it from competition is going to be key.
I also need to better understand the budgets and numbers of
smaller governments to determine the ‘market size’ more.”

“Right, Ben,” Greg responded. “There’s a lot to work through.
The hardest part of your work is done: discovering a need in the

40 MY START-UP LIFE

Brainstorm: When to Ask a Dumb Question
When do you ask a dumb question? How do you balance the
desire to impress your mentors and business acquaintances
but also learn from them when you’re confused?

On the one hand, honesty should rule. If you’re meeting
a venture capitalist and don’t understand a term she uses, ask.
It’s an educational experience. If your business is really strug-
gling, tell your advisors and get advice.

On the other hand, like it or not, you always need to spin.
What if you need that VC to fund you? If you come across like
a total ignoramus it won’t help your chances. If you’re young,
people will understand a certain amount of not-knowing but
still expect a baseline of knowledge and expertise.

Even now, I am sometimes in meetings when someone
introduces a foreign concept. Should I ask for an explanation
or go with the flow? In some instances I am supposed to be
the expert and to show uncertainty would damage my credi-
bility. So I take a note to look up the concept online or—bet-
ter yet—ask someone “offline,” after the meeting.

Particularly for green entrepreneurs, managing your rela-
tionship with experienced businesspeople and all their var-
ied expectations takes some practice. In general it is best to
ask the dumb question, even though you don’t want to turn
every moment into a teaching one. Focus on the right time to
ask a question—it might not be when the question crosses
your mind, but it still should be asked eventually.
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market and coming up with an early prototype to solve that. Now
you need to further prove that the need is one your customers will
pay money for.”

“How do we do that? A lot of cities have told me they’re inter-
ested in something like this, but talk is much different than writ-
ing a check,” I said.

“Yes. And many prospects may not want to buy until others are
using the product,” Greg said.

“So you think we should go beta?” Mike asked Greg, half-know-
ing the answer.

Greg nodded. I narrowed my eyes and raised my eyebrows to
signal confusion.

“I think you should go find a few beta testers who will use the
prototype and give you feedback and endorsements. You’ll need
to find innovative kinds of cities, but if you can sign them up by
not charging anything, it’ll really help your b-plan’s credibility.”

“I’m not sure a city would start using a product when Ben’s not
available to explain and support it. . . . After all, he does go back
to school soon. Do we need to hire someone to work with the beta
testers while Ben’s in school?” Dad asked.

“Yes, but it needn’t be a full-time person. There are firms that
provide tech support for software companies; maybe one of them
could do it at a discount rate. Let me talk to some friends and see if
we can’t find someone to help out here. In the meantime, you
should interview some local programmers and see if they could work
part-time to answer a call that comes during the day,” Greg said.

Two clear action items: find beta testers, find tech support.
Mike smiled at me, which I took as my cue.

“Well, thanks a lot, Greg, this has been amazingly helpful, really
appreciate your time.”

“It was my pleasure, Ben. You’ve got something going here.
Ben, as you embark on this journey, most people are going to tell
you to give up, to just be normal, to quit being a dreamer. I want
you to never listen to any of them and keep pounding away at your
vision. Good things come from the desire to make them happen.”

It was a moving message. Like all inspirational messages, the
timing made the difference: it squelched any self-doubts that arose
during the meeting. And it was from someone who cared, some-
one who was looking me in the eye (as opposed to a bland poster
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smile). The line rings true to this day. For the first time, after meet-
ing Greg, I thought that Comcate could be more than just an idea.

>>

As the first successful businessperson I met, Greg became my
model. I wanted to read the magazines Greg read. I wanted to read
his books. I wanted to figure out who else he met with. I wanted to
know who his friends were. I wanted to know how he thought and
how he formed opinions, so I could shape them and digest them.
I continued my aggressive path of self-learning if for no other rea-
son than to better understand the man who was Greg Prow.

Brain Trust: Taking Mentor
Relationships to the Next Level

BY BRAD FELD

My first mentor was my Dad. I remember going for a long walk
with him near our house in Dallas when I was thirteen, when he
actively stepped out of “Dad” mode and went into “business men-
tor mode” for the first time. Part of the brilliance of his mentoring
was that he realized I needed nonparental mentors too, so he
introduced me to a patient of his, Gene Scott, who had been an
executive at several computer companies in the 1960s and 1970s.
As a teenager, I had a monthly dinner with “Mr. Scott” and I got
my first taste of how rewarding a mentoring relationship can be.

In college, I started two companies that both failed, but my
mentors (and my Dad) stayed close to me and helped me learn,
struggle through the businesses, and accept failure.

In my first successful company, Feld Technologies, one of our
early clients—Stewart Forbes—became another influential mentor.
Stewart taught me how to learn by actively working with my men-
tors, rather than just observing them. I learned that an active
mentoring relationship—regular communications, a two-way
exchange of ideas, and even some disagreement—is much more
effective than a “lecture-style” relationship.

When I was in my early twenties, my uncle Charlie Feld entered
the scene. Charlie was the CIO at Frito-Lay and one of the most
respected CIOs in industry. Whenever Charlie was in Boston, he
invited me along, unashamed to have his nephew in tow. He taught
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me to always be being willing to include younger people in your
activities so they can learn. And with his help, I learned a lot.

Not all my mentors were businesspeople. Eric von Hippel, my
graduate advisor at MIT, pushed me to figure out deeper lessons
about life. When I dropped out of a Ph.D. program, got divorced,
and sold my first company—all in the same year—Eric was there
for me day and night to help me work through my first major per-
sonal crisis and determine how I wanted to respond to it. Eric
taught me how to discover what I really wanted to do with my life,
and then spend all my time doing it. Without a mentor, it would
have taken me a much longer time to answer this critical question.
Eric may have been in academia, but he could still play “life coach”
to me, a good reminder that sometimes the best mentors guide
you in areas outside their official domain of expertise.

When I sold my first company at age twenty-seven, I gained two
great mentors—Len Fassler and Jerry Poch. In addition to giving
me solid business advice, Len taught me how to be gracious in
every situation. He also emphasized the value of sticking with some-
thing to the very end, whether good or bad. Jerry taught me how
to always be direct and clear, no matter what the news. Even if I
hadn’t gotten a dime for my first company, Len and Jerry’s lessons
about graciousness, persistence, and candor would have more than
paid for themselves many times over.

When I look back on these and all the other mentors I’ve had
(and continue to have today) and the people whom I now mentor,
one thing stands out: the rare but brilliant moment when the rela-
tionship shifts, the distinction between mentor and mentee dis-
solves, and you become “co-mentors.” Even if you aren’t peers, the
learning becomes bidirectional. Everyone in a mentoring rela-
tionship should strive for this equilibrium, because it is here that
the greatest learning occurs.

It’s easy to take. It’s harder to give. The value, and joy, you
derive from a mentoring relationship corresponds with the effort
you put into it. When there’s a balance between the two the rela-
tionship can be extraordinary. Think about what you are learning
from your mentors. Even more importantly, think about what you
are teaching them.

Brad Feld is a venture capitalist based in Boulder, Colorado. He’s a former
entrepreneur, an avid marathoner, and active blogger at www.feld.com.
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Signing Up Early Customers:
Selling the Sizzle and
the Steak

Everyone lives by selling something.
ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

Enough with focus groups. I wanted customers!
I called Ramsey in Antioch and told him I thought the product

was ready for a more serious look. Our product prototype, based
on his original comments, had come a long way. There were three
sections in the product eFeedbackManager (eFM): a citizen panel,
where residents could submit their gripes online; an employee
panel, where city employees could respond to and resolve requests;
and an administrative panel, where a secretary could customize the
system, run reports, and so on. Looking back, it was probably ver-
sion .001, but it worked. Ramsey agreed to the meeting and invited
me back to do a pitch to his staff.

I brought my Dad and Mike Patterson along as well to offer
credibility. Ramsey was bound to have some concerns. Is Comcate
legit, or is it just Ben having a good time? Mike Patterson, given his
involvement in Silicon Valley, would be able to offer the necessary
assurances . . . even if some of them were hovering in the future
tense. A good way to boost credibility is to have other people
endorse your work and dependability.
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>>

I remember standing in the parking lot outside Antioch City Hall
with Dad and Mike. I was shaking with nervousness. Not sorta ner-
vous. Nervous of the teeth-chattering, knees unsteady, throat tight
sort. When consumed by anxiety even the smallest tasks seem
beyond manageable. For one, I spent precious minutes trying to
figure out where to keep my business cards since my suit jacket
pockets were still sewn shut.

Over and over in my head I visualized shaking hands with Ram-
sey, smiling, and saying “Hey there, how are you?” For some rea-
son I could never get past that moment—just that initial
handshake, over and over.

“Ben, how you doin’ over there?” Mike asked, as he slipped on
his jacket.

“Fine,” I lied.
“Good. Believe in yourself. And the product. You’ll do great.”
It’s amazing how such simple positive reinforcement can have

such a meaningful impact.
The nervousness proved to be like cotton candy—it melted

upon contact in a handshake. The handshake, and the meeting for
that matter, felt like it lasted a minute. There were a total of nine
people in the room, the largest crowd to whom I had ever pre-
sented. With all eyes on me during the pitch, I felt a power unlike
any other. The room was at my beck and call—except for that
finance guy snoozing in the back. I smoothly transitioned from one
idea to the next and answered each question. And from that meet-
ing on, each time I was put at the front, I knew I was capable of hit-
ting a home run.

>>

After the department heads left, we sat around with Ramsey, the
decision maker, to discuss next steps. “We’ll be a beta,” he said
finally. Everything before those words sounded like pig Latin. Yes!
It was unbelievable. We were shocked. We were expecting him to
talk it over with his department heads before committing to the
program as a citywide tool to manage requests. But hey—he just
said it—they were going to be a beta tester.

If only saying it meant doing it. . . . 
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When we left the building after the meeting, Dad and Mike
both told me what a good job I’d done. I was really pumped and
proud. For the first time it felt like all my efforts had been vindi-
cated. Plus, it gave me a great talking point for the meeting the fol-
lowing night with the business bigwigs (and potential investors
down the road) who Mike had invited to dinner. I arrived home
late at night and visited the City of Antioch website again, reading
each page in awestruck detail. I couldn’t believe it—a real city was
going to pay Comcate, eventually, for this little product of mine.

>>

The next night my routine felt familiar: tan suit, play hooky from
P.E., and head to Silicon Valley. Dad, Mike, and I drove to a Chi-
nese restaurant where Mike had assembled a cadre of business
friends. There were five guests: Greg Lahann, a partner at Novus
Ventures; Tim Conley, CFO of public company Tumbleweed; Carol
Rutlen, CEO of a start-up software company; Betty Jo Charles, a
partner at PricewaterhouseCoopers who worked with start-ups; and
Geoff Darby, a local, wealthy “mentor capitalist.” Some of the din-
ner guests were already sitting at the table when I arrived and they
eyed me up and down, unsure whether to be impressed by my
height, as I headed to the bathroom. After a pit stop that necessi-
tated wiggling and rewiggling my tie to make sure it was as good as
it could be, I sat down at our table. Everyone offered introductions:
“I manage a fund of about $250 million.” “I manage all the finan-
cial operations for a company traded on NASDAQ.” “I run a suc-
cessful software company.” Fortunately, Mike had gathered “smart
money”—folks with cash who also had brains.

I instantly felt a different dynamic than during the Antioch
meeting the evening before. These were people who were quicker
on their feet, more energized, and ready to encourage me and
nurse their own egos at the same time. Being new to the game, I
wasn’t able to customize my presentation based on this new kind
of audience, but over time the skill of off-the-cuff adaptation was
one I employed effectively.

At a tactical level, the folks at the dinner affirmed the worthi-
ness of trying to sign up beta testers. They also encouraged me to
find an interim CEO who could help sign and implement beta
clients and shore up the business plan to raise angel financing.
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Brainstorm: Asking Questions: 
There’s a Right and a Wrong Way

In the early goings of any new endeavor you will want to ask
questions of people who have been there and done that. It’s
not easy. But asking good questions is at the heart of business—
from sales pitches to hiring people to merely clarifying what
needs to be done and by what date.

The most difficult questions to ask are those that intend
to elicit a response beyond yes or no—what are known as open
questions. Say you want to find out what’s on a prospect’s
mind. What is that individual’s real concerns? The best
approach is to probe on value judgments. “It’s been a real dif-
ficult time, recently . . . ,” someone tells you. Your response
could be, “What do you mean, difficult? Can you be specific?”
Questions that start with “How” are also likely to elicit wide-
ranging and helpful responses.

Then there’s the content of the question itself. Good,
original questions are hard to come by. That’s why you’ll find
the most impressive person in the boardroom asking the best
questions. I take notice when someone asks me, “How did
running a business affect your relationship with your friends
and parents?” as opposed to, “How did you balance it all?”
The first question is richer and should be more provocative.
It will answer the second question but with flavor and depth.

Before asking a question remember who you’re meeting
with. When I meet with senior business executives who have
been asked the same questions over and over by the press, I
resolve not to be “just another peanut in the gallery.” I try to
ask thoughtful questions and focus, when appropriate, on
nonbusiness issues. Once I met with a very high-profile
CEO—we’ll call him John. I wanted to talk to John about
Comcate and business but I could tell he wasn’t interested in
that. He saw our meeting as a way to get away from the daily
grind of running a high-powered company. So I took a dif-
ferent tack, and asked him, point blank, if he believed in 

(Continued)
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Like most meetings of this sort there wasn’t any golden specific
advice but rather just lots of encouragement—which is helpful!

Once again, only in hindsight do I realize how lucky I was to
have such an experienced group of folks at the dinner table. Yet,
they were there because I had pursued a relationship with Mike
Patterson. I could have let it simmer out after our initial meeting,
but I kept in touch, and it paid off. Luck introduced me to Mike;
hard work introduced me to his friends.

>>

The news kept getting better. During spring of my eighth-grade
year I scheduled some meetings with city managers in Southern
California via referrals from a partner at Dad’s law firm. Mom has
always reluctantly called me in sick at school (I helped her think
of different kinds of doctors) when I had to attend meetings, reliev-
ing me of “excused absence” procedures. For the first time, Dad
wouldn’t join me on the trip because he had other commitments.
This didn’t faze me. My sales pitch was coming along. I kept revis-
ing it based on feedback from Dad (“Slow down, slow down”) and
from my readings on presentation style and techniques. I would
practice in front of the mirror, tape myself with the videocamera,
and go through it screen by screen on my own computer. I prac-
ticed over and over again, which contributed to a high degree of
confidence during the real thing.
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God. While religion (and politics) are generally thought to
be taboo in business conversation, many people (though not
all) find it a refreshing change. How someone thinks about
nonprofessional issues can also give me a different kind of
insight into his thought process. John and I had a wonderful
one-hour conversation, me probing, he responding and elab-
orating. As we walked out of the café together, John said, “You
know, I really enjoyed our conversation. And by the way, you
should meet the second-in-charge here, his name’s Richard.
He’ll be a great guy to know for your business.” I followed up,
and Richard proved invaluable in providing connections and
advice for Comcate.
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Since I was too young to rent a car, Mom came with me to do the
driving. She never came inside to the meetings; rather, she checked
out local parks, waited in the car, read books. Besides driving, she
often let me reflect on a meeting (which clarified and engrained
my thinking about a particular prospect), encouraged me to write
down notes, and navigated the sprawling highways of Southern Cal-
ifornia with prowess.

The first meeting was with the City of Burgon Hills.1 Burgon
Hills is a media capital in Southern California. It’s a full-service,

1 Names of all individuals related to Burgon Hills, and the city name, have been
changed.
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Brainstorm: I Have a Strategic Plan.
It’s Called Doing Things.

Good businesspeople obsess over the pragmatic outcome of
their actions. They are constantly making decisions and eval-
uating the results.

Southwest Airlines, one of the most successful businesses
of our day, has a smart CEO. Herb Kelleher once responded
to an interviewer: “We have a strategic plan. It’s called doing
things.” Similarly, according to business lore, the successful
American financier J. P. Morgan once paid $25,000 for a
piece of paper that contained the ultimate secret to success:
each day write down the things that need to be done, and do
them.

In the early days of any new business, it’s easier to plan
than to act. It’s easier to strategize than to actually do stuff.

Whether during my early successes signing up clients or
in my upcoming failures, through and through I tried to keep
action as the centerpiece of my strategy. I learned much more
by obsessing over the results of different approaches than I
did theorizing how a certain action could end up.

Think who, what, when, why, how. The answer to “when”
is now, the answer to “who” is you, and the only other ques-
tions that matter are “what” and “how.”
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complex city that provides police, fire, power, sewage, water, and
all the other standard big-city services. Their city manager at the
time—Bud Roberts—was well-known and highly regarded by his
peers. I had thought I was meeting only with Bud, but in fact he’d
invited a crew of city staff and assistants. Right off the bat, Bud fell
in love with the product, and with me. He totally dug the idea of
streamlining government with better technology. With the tone set
from the top, no one else in the room raised objections. (A strong
CEO!) I thrived on his enthusiasm and displayed my A game.

“So what do you want of us?” Bud asked when I was finished
answering questions. I had never heard that question before—
usually I have to proactively ask.

“Well,” I answered. “I want feedback, which you’ve already
given me. I want Burgon Hills to be the Southern California leader
of this product and join Antioch in Northern California. And third,
I would be grateful for introductions to other managers.” (I always
asked for these three things: feedback, a contract, and referrals.)

Bud verbally committed in the meeting that Burgon Hills
would be our charter user in SoCal and he would introduce me to
other managers. He asked an assistant to the city manager—Rita—
to work with me to get the project moving. I was stunned. Plus,
over the next few months, Bud sent out emails to more than fif-
teen managers, single-handedly making deals happen for Comcate
and me. He turned out to be one of my biggest supporters. When
I arrived at my afternoon meeting at a neighboring city that day,
the city manager mentioned that Bud had already sent him an
email saying I was the most impressive fourteen-year-old he’d ever
met. When I got home from SoCal, I had an email from Rita ask-
ing for a contract. I closed my bedroom door gently, and blasted
Van Halen’s song “Jump” as loud as I could from my computer.

>>

It had been an amazing few months. Dad always says it was Burgon
Hills—a city with which we had no personal “insider” deal at all,
and a city I visited on my own—that woke him up to an exhilarat-
ing yet scary reality: this thing was the real deal. No more screwing
around. We now had fiduciary obligations to a real, large local gov-
ernment. We also realized how potent the “kid factor” was, and that
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my age could be a resource. But these few months are also a great
example of how quickly fortunes can turn in a start-up. I never
would have guessed that neither Antioch nor Burgon Hills would
go on to become committed, paying clients. I never would have
guessed that our relationship in Burgon Hills would turn to sham-
bles and become one of our biggest headaches. I never would have
guessed that our champions in both cities would depart before we
would go live with our service. But for now, I was on my high horse.
Things were happening, and summer was not long off.
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Confronting Failure . . .
and Bouncing Back

Success consists of going from failure to failure without
loss of enthusiasm.
WINSTON CHURCHILL

I graduated from middle school in June 2002 and delivered the
commencement address after being chosen by my classmates. My
message embodied the worldview I had adopted in my entrepre-
neurship: think differently, change the world. I recited the Apple
“Think Different” advertising campaign. I recited an anonymous
poem about youthful optimism:

For I am young, and young people always believe that tomorrow
will be better than today. Youth try the impossible. Scale the moun-
tain that is supposed to be inaccessible. And dare the things that
age will fear.

The next morning, I was pitching Comcate to potential cus-
tomers, but things had changed. It was a totally different environ-
ment, one where I couldn’t coast and relax. I couldn’t just let
words fly out of my mouth and sound articulate, an autopilot mode
that had worked in school. I needed to plan, think, and focus on
matching the intellectual and rhetorical abilities of the adults in
the meetings. Even more, I needed to influence what they were
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thinking in order to sell them something. This required a level of
focus well above that employed during my graduation speech, and
as such, it was a greater thrill, even though the audience was three
and not three hundred.

>>

We had two cities onboard—Antioch and Burgon Hills—and fig-
uring out how people were actually going to use the product was
in many ways a thornier challenge than selling it in the first place.
Anytime a new program touches a lot of people across an organi-
zation you encounter varying levels of flak, regardless of the ini-
tiative’s merits, because resistance to change is among our most
reflexive defense mechanisms. I would soon learn that a signed
contract does not automatically mean a happy client. A happy
client means all the users are trained on the application and reap-
ing the promised benefits.

>>

Any first-time salesman can attest to the deep angst associated with
selling someone something when you’re not sure how it will really
work out. We promise, promise, promise, but until we have real
case studies of successful use, our solution is unproven—and that’s
nerve-racking.

Mike Ramsey, bogged down in another project, was not being
responsive in Antioch; Burgon Hills was, so they received my atten-
tion. I never had a customer before, let alone implemented a soft-
ware product in one of California’s most complex local governments.
With little leadership from my end, the process became a slow-
motion train wreck. I had no original ideas on how to deal with the
city’s “legacy” data and how to account for it in the new system. I
provided no proactive suggestions for overcoming basic cus-
tomization obstacles. At one point I told Rita that I had never done
this before so “thanks in advance for your patience.” Can you imag-
ine a vendor saying that to you? She graciously responded, “Nei-
ther have I.” Honesty created a new bond!

>>

The summer of 2002 gave me the first taste of life as a “real” road
warrior. I spent about a day a week in Southern California. I would
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drag my ass out of bed at some early hour, get a ride to Oakland Air-
port, and board a Southwest plane to Los Angeles International
Airport. If I went by myself and only to Burgon Hills, I would hail
a cab to City Hall, spend the day there, grab lunch with the clients
or visit my favorite Ben’s Café (where I ordered an avocado salad
and ice water), then fly home in the evening. I started recognizing
certain people who always took the 5:10 P.M. commuter flight
home, and even figured out how to be super-efficient on the
phone with Southwest (“I’d like to modify an existing itinerary”
gets you farther faster than “I wanna change my flight”).

After several trips, Burgon Hills proposed to pay for all my
expenses. The licensing agreement was still held up in the city
attorney’s office, so we hadn’t been paid our $7,000 beta contract
fee yet. Covering my expenses was a reasonable offer but it took
me aback. Since I would be doing extended consulting to get the
project going, I had to come up with an hourly billing rate! I chose
$30 an hour, added all my travel expenses, subtracted a few bucks
here and there for “investment in client relationship,” and then
sent them Comcate Invoice #001. I don’t know what they thought
when they saw the number 001 on the invoice but I’m glad I was
truthful because every time I look at the framed check for $429 on
my wall I know that it really was the first. And every time I see the
framed check for $40,000 next to it, I’m reminded of how fast
Comcate grew. . . .

>>

Burgon Hills also was home to a generational battle. Here I was, the
fourteen-year-old software vendor with marching orders from the fifty-
six-year-old city manager to implement a software product. Stand-
ing in the way was the sixty-something city outreach director—let’s
call him Jack—a former Rotary Club president, military hero, and
beloved city employee who personally handled many of the com-
plaints routed through City Hall. Jack had his own way of doing
things and he’d done them for years with good ole-fashioned paper
and pencil. He even bragged about keeping his pager on all night
in case a Burgon Hills citizen had an issue and wanted to get in
touch with someone right away. Yet Bud, the city manager, wanted
Jack’s office to be modernized so everyone else in the organization
could gain visibility on what Jack was doing—and I was charged
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with accomplishing this task. But Jack was stiff. He simply didn’t
want to change, he didn’t see the point, and he was only open to
talking about it because Bud wanted him to.

A lifelong resident of Burgon Hills, Jack sported a dark, unruly
mustache that rattled me a little bit. The battle with Jack was
extreme but representative of early pushback I received during my
presentations to sales prospects. Older folks saw technology as
something only young people could use. Had I been a fifty-year-
old salesperson saying “Hey, even I can use this thing!” it surely
would have been an easier sell.

“I will respect what you’re doing here, I just don’t want to use
it. Paper, pencil—always works, always used it,” he said in our first
of several difficult one-on-one meetings.

“The problem, Jack, is that you represent a large percentage
of the service requests directed through City Hall. If your stuff isn’t
tracked in the system, the citywide data become much less valu-
able,” I answered.

He didn’t say anything.
“The city manager’s office wants visibility across the whole city,

including your information,” I added. Boss mandate was the best
card I could play.

“Look, Bud wants this to happen, so I’ll support it. Just not for
my stuff,” he said.

“Is it the computer? You don’t want to use your computer?
You’d rather use paper?”

“Yeah, it just doesn’t work as well for me. I have a great system
in place and don’t plan on changing it.”

“What if someone else entered the information for you?”
“What, like a secretary?”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe that could work, if you found a good secretary.”
We could figure something out, I thought, not quite believing

myself. I thanked Jack for his time and went to the next meeting.

>>

I was never told why Bud asked me to persuade Jack to become com-
puter-literate. Had others tried and failed? Was Bud, a mentor to me
in one sense, trying to teach a lesson involving cross-generational
advocacy? Or was the point for me to simply self-teach the technique
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of conversing with a client who, under all reasonable circum-
stances, wasn’t interested in using technology to improve the ease
and efficiency of performing his job? I was never able to “connect”
with Jack, and we ultimately went our separate ways. I only hoped
that, maybe, some small nugget bearing technology’s potential had
been lodged in his brain. . . .

>>

As the summer’s end grew near, I started getting frustrated. End-
less hours in Burgon Hills were leading nowhere—the city was
simply too big, with too many employees trying to derail the proj-
ect.1 One woman wanted us to build her a custom application to
track youth employment applications. Another wanted to inte-
grate her tree-tracking application with our product. There
seemed to be a lot of individuals fighting for what would suit them
personally.

Outside of Burgon Hills, I was conducting at least a couple of
Web demos or in-person pitches a week to new cities with little suc-
cess. Despite the momentum I gained from a lunch with a quasi-
retired local government legend, Tom Lewcock of Sunnyvale, who
would go on to become one of Comcate’s most vital supporters, his
referrals were dragging out.2 People were supportive, I was getting
face time, but they wouldn’t bite. I credit this equally to a product
that wasn’t quite up to snuff, B-grade presentations on my end, and
an incomplete sales methodology that overlooked proper follow-
up and materials.

>>

Our competitors—well-established companies and fledgling start-
ups like ourselves—were turning up the heat, too. Negative ads.

1 Later I would learn the true meaning of “buy-in” and discover its significance
in all new organization-wide projects.

2 We also asked Tom to be an interim CEO, even though he had no business
experience. We were shocked that he gave our offer serious consideration, but
he ultimately came back and said no. But, after making a “big ask” you improve
your chances at getting a “little ask”. Our “little ask” was his joining our advi-
sory board, which I was forming at the time.

56 MY START-UP LIFE

c07.qxd  3/22/07  4:54 PM  Page 56



Overhyped sales literature. There were numerous tools of the
“attack” trade. I lost a lucrative deal to another company despite
the inordinate time and energy I invested courting the city. When
I later heard our competitors were talking to yet another one of
“my” cities, I exchanged emails with Dad, stealing a line from Mar-
keting High Technology, by William Davidow: 
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Brainstorm: Building Resilience—
A Transferable Quotient

How well do you weather hardships? Your answer may be
what sets you apart. We all go through rough times. The most
successful people don’t just survive, they thrive.

I believe resilience is a skill that can be acquired. It’s all
about the little things. You build resilience by finishing small
goals you set even if you feel like quitting. One thing I focus
on, for example, is time on the treadmill. Say I’m going to be
on the treadmill for thirty minutes, and twenty-three minutes
into it I feel like quitting. If I stay on, and fight through the
pain screaming from my feet and/or quads, I have con-
tributed a bit to my resilience quotient (RQ).

My RQ can be applied throughout my life—being
resilient in one setting will help me be resilient in unrelated
others. As the COO search raged on, in my workouts I stayed
on the treadmill the entire time. I studied for the full hour
during a study hall. I drove through a rainstorm, did a demo
of my product, drove home, and did the necessary follow-up,
all while nursing a stomachache. I wanted to get the job done
and endure an uncomfortable day. Because I knew that grap-
pling with all that life throws at me on a day-to-day basis
would help me be resilient in the face of a traumatic and
extraordinary situation, such as hiring an executive to run my
company.

If I can get up today, I can get up any day.
During the perfect storm, you must have a high resilience

quotient. Prepare for it.

c07.qxd  3/22/07  4:54 PM  Page 57



Dad,

E-government marketing is civilized warfare. If we
find that metaphor too brutal, we shouldn’t enlist.
As long as aggressive competitors exist we will be
under attack. Our competitor’s job is to capture
business and then defend that new perimeter. So
is ours.

Every entrepreneur can sympathize: you’re feeling invincible
after a rash of deals, press, and leads, and a few months later you
feel defeated and cheated of successes that they—the ubiquitous
“they” who we see as the chief causes of our own misfortunes—said
were done deals. I remember talking on the phone with Mike Pat-
terson on a foggy afternoon one day in August as I described to
him the different leads I was tracking in Excel.

“Antioch’s gone dormant, Burgon Hills’s being derailed, none
of my central California leads are returning calls, San Ricardo just
bought GovStrategy. . . .”

Silence. Mike knew what I was waiting for, and he didn’t give it
to me.

“So Ben, what are you going to do about it? What are the next
steps? Where are the bright spots?”

He delivered these words so naturally I just considered it an
ordinary response, and my mentor’s outlook translated into an
unquestioned habit of mine: be persistent. Little did I know this
and other habits I formed during the early days of Comcate would
continue to pay dividends to this day in everything I do. I was so
lucky with the advisors I had—none of them wanted to give up,
none of them would let me give up.

>>

During this rough stretch I would occasionally ask myself the ques-
tions that lurk in the minds of so many entrepreneurs: “Funda-
mentally, is it worth it?” The 4 A.M. alarm clocks for a flight to L.A.,
missing a crucial basketball workout, spending a little less time with
personal friends. The same work-life balance issues that bedevil
adults trying to juggle a marriage, kids, and a company affected
me, too, though mine centered around my occasional absences
from “conventional” childhood activities. I remember a prominent
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Silicon Valley venture capitalist once telling me he thought I was
too invested in my Comcate world and that “I had my whole life to
start companies.” He may have had a point at the time, as I strug-
gled through this period. I’m just glad I didn’t follow his advice,
because then the story would stop here.

My whole life I’ve wanted to be held to the same standard as
any entrepreneur, not a kid-entrepreneur. If I gave up, people
would forgive me: he’s just a kid, they would say. If I were a thirty-
year-old entrepreneur and gave up, people would say instead, “He
has no balls.” Since I held myself to the latter standard, I didn’t
want to be accused of having no balls. It’s a slog, my advisors said;
dig in and make stuff happen.

>>

“Dig in” meant, for me, “Do what it takes” to help the business.
And this meant give lots of face time to people who could help
Comcate overcome its woes.

Once, a couple years later, I trekked to El Dorado County in
California, about a three-hour drive northeast from San Francisco—
a good example of my commitment to face time. I had come to
enjoy these frequent car journeys, each small town home to some
newspaper or diner that can lift any tired traveler’s weary spirits.

After three hours in the car, one hour getting lost, and one
hour in my target meeting, I turned around to make the three-and-
a-half-hour journey home (three hours plus a half hour getting
lost). I made my way to the Highway 50 west corridor, which would
take me a good forty miles. Ah, a long stretch of California high-
way. I cruised up to 80 mph and rolled down the window. The
radio that should have spit out “California Dreamin’” by The
Mamas and The Papas instead gave only static.

Within twenty minutes I arrived back in radio-signal zone
and figured my BlackBerry would reconnect, too. But to confirm
my suspicion, I would have to first find it. With my left hand
steering to keep me in the left lane, I leaned on my right but-
tock and with my right arm reached into my bag placed on the
floor under the passenger’s seat. Where is it? I didn’t immediately
find it with my hand. To give sight to my lost hand I darted my
eyes down once to see if I could locate my BlackBerry in the bag
next to me.
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By the time I blinked my eyes back to the road, it was too late.
My car swerved just a little to the left, hit a groove, and in only

mild panic, I compensated by turning the wheel back right. By
now both hands were stationed firmly on the steering wheel. A car
in the right lane whizzed by me, and afraid I overcompensated, as
they always warn you in driver school, I turned the steering wheel
back to the left, hoping to realign in the center of my lane. But in
that readjustment I hit yet another groove, this one big, a sign of
the old highway on which I rode, and it rattled the car. I com-
pensated right, then left, then right again to meet a slight curve
in the road. My speed crept to 85 mph until I realized I was trav-
eling way too fast. I slammed on the brakes, continued to swerve,
and then around the next curve my car began spinning. One
moment I swayed like a hammock in the wind and the next
moment I was controlling maniacal helicopter wings. I did three
360s on the ground, and spun out of my lane farther left into the
center divide. Forty feet of grass and shrubs separated the west-
bound traffic from the busy eastbound traffic. As my car spun—
me gripping the wheel strongly and slamming on the brakes—I
was certain I would die. This wasn’t exactly the kind of face time
I planned on. I wanted face time with Comcate supporters, not
with the face of the Grim Reaper.

So this is it, I thought. Now I’m going to die. At least I lived happily and
did my thing. Those words immediately came to mind as my car spun,
a dummy driver watching his all-too-short life being snatched away
because of a reflexive urge to check his BlackBerry while driving.

As my car screeched into the center divide, I prayed it would
stop moving so I wouldn’t hit oncoming traffic. I closed my eyes,
my foot pressed still harder to the brake pedal. I started coughing.
Dust and weeds coupled with the bitter aroma of fear and guilt
produced dirtied air I didn’t want to breathe. The car stopped. I
broke down, sobbing. My tears weren’t heroic but defeated. I looked
at myself with a kind of scorn reserved for consequences brought
onto yourself. I was helpless, sweating compulsively, shaking, try-
ing to comprehend a near-death experience.

And then, the BlackBerry email/phone that had caused the
distraction that led to my accident rang. So it was in my bag, after
all. Should I even pick it up? What does one do in this situation? I’m sit-
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ting in the middle of a center divide in a freeway with my car probably
majorly messed up. Do I answer the phone? Sensibly, I didn’t pick it up.
Instead, I drove the car off the highway at the next exit to exam-
ine the damage. While stopped I checked my voicemail and my
emotions did their own 180: a city prospect wanted a follow-up
demonstration. . . . Tomorrow! Nice!

The next day, en route to the meeting, the right front tire,
which, unbeknownst to me, had been damaged in my off-road
excursion, flew off my car while I was driving down the center lane
of Highway 101. A police escort stopped all traffic on this major
California artery, took me off the road, and called a tow truck. I
never made it to the pitch.

>>

Failures, obstacles, even car crashes are all part of the start-up expe-
rience. Ups and downs are the definitive indication that you are
doing something entrepreneurial. If your record is spotless, then
you haven’t been an entrepreneur. If the only mistakes you’ve
made are on school papers or in mishandling a report in a big cor-
poration, those aren’t spots. It’s the spots from the school of hard
knocks that matter. They matter because how you confront real
failure is right up there with self-confidence, drive, and luck as a
critical ingredient for success.

When you are controlling your own destiny, as most entrepre-
neurs are, it is easy to place all the blame on yourself. Don’t. Cir-
cumstances matter and not all circumstances are within your
control. For failure due to circumstances out of your control, try
to learn from it and then embrace the mantra, “Shit happens.”
Instead, figure out what you can control and constantly reinvent it.
If it ain’t broke, fix it anyway, because you won’t know when it’s
broke to begin with—so preempt failure caused by complacency. 

I also looked at all my failures that summer with a sense of
urgency. I needed more successes. I was about to start high school
and my business needed help. Fast.
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Brainstorm: How to Create and
Leverage an Advisory Board

An advisory board is an informal version of a board of direc-
tors since it’s not legally affiliated with your company and it
provides advice, not mandates. Advisory boards can be criti-
cal to entrepreneurs short on resources, guidance, or both.
Usually an advisory board means free advice.

Forming an advisory board isn’t as hard as it sounds. Start
by listing your goals. What kind of advice do you need? Are
you just looking for credibility? What type of commitment will
you require from your advisory board members? A meeting
every quarter? A conference call each month? Then, come
up with your dream team list, work within your network, and
reach out to people you respect.

I needed advice on how to start a business and advice on
how to sell into the local government market. I worked within
my small network to find people who could help. I spread the
word—I was looking for advisors who knew local government,
who knew how to develop software, or who knew how to
develop an efficient marketing function. Our initial advisory
board comprised two retired city managers, a CEO of a soft-
ware start-up, a quasi-retired technology executive and lawyer,
and a financial executive/VC. Securing a few quality people
early helps—people join advisory boards, in part, for net-
working opportunities.

Keep in mind, though, that sometimes the best advisory
boards offer credibility more than advice. That’s why your
advisory board should be a blend of big names with no time,
and no names with plenty of time. The big names should be
industry titans who can be useful in the sales process.

We scheduled meetings at least two or three times a year
with occasional conference calls, too. What kinds of issues do
you discuss during these meetings? Here are some topics dis-
cussed at Comcate’s advisory board meetings:

• Product road map. Where will the product be going in the
next two to three years and how can we ensure the vision
is consistent with customer needs?
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• Recruitment. What are the ideal qualities of the new XYZ
employee? Does anyone have good candidate leads?

• Competitive landscape. Is the market seeing new entrants?
What kinds of success has our competition had? How can
we differentiate ourselves?

• Financials and cash management. How efficiently are we
managing cash flow?

Finally, even if you don’t run a company, consider form-
ing a “personal board of advisors” who can commit to helping
you in your career.

Go ahead—ask someone to join your advisory board. You
may be surprised at how many people will feel flattered that
you want to value their advice on a regular basis, and then say
yes.
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Hiring an Interim CEO:
My First Big Mistake

The only real mistake is the one from which we learn
nothing.
JOHN POWELL, WESTERN FRONTIERSMAN

The bus only moves if the right person is driving it. As I learned,
sometimes it’s better to have no driver at all than somebody who
will take you backwards.

>>

I had been admitted to a rigorous high school in San Francisco,
and as the fall of 2002 loomed, I knew that with our beta clients up
and running Comcate couldn’t be put on hold while I tended to
my studies. Dad, Mike Patterson, and I agreed that we should try
to find a three-month interim CEO to help write a business plan
to grow the company and determine its long-term viability.

A mutual friend introduced us to Andy Snow, the ex-CEO of
an internet company who was looking for work. His background
and availability seemed almost too good to be true.1

>>

During the dot-com boom Andy ran an online sporting goods mar-
ketplace, raised three rounds of VC funding, and grew his com-

1 The name of this person has been changed.
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pany to several hundred employees. His picture was even on the
front page of the Wall Street Journal after closing a key deal! If there
was any better candidate for an interim position, we couldn’t imag-
ine who it would be. We invited Andy to our house one summer
evening to talk about Comcate.

We asked Andy about his prior company, which had imploded
in the dot-com burst. He went on. And on. And on. He used
buzzwords like “leverage,” “boil-the-ocean,” and “business
processes.” We should have seen this as a warning sign—he sim-
ply hadn’t let go of his old company, for one, and two, he seemed
long on platitude and short on substance. This being said, he did
possess some important entrepreneurial experiences and seemed
charismatic.

After Andy left, we had our customary postmortem standing
meeting in our dining room, since meetings are always more effi-
cient when done standing.

“Well, whaddya think?” I asked Mike. Dad and I were always
anxious to hear Mike’s thoughts.

“Ben, you heard what I heard. He can’t get over that last com-
pany. And hey—I don’t blame him. Tough ending. But I wonder
whether he’s past that and could focus on Comcate,” Mike said.

“But who else do we have? Ben’s going back to school in a few
weeks and it doesn’t look like we have anyone else, right?” Dad
said.

“That’s true. And he’s certainly got the start-up/VC experience
and could help on the b-plan. I think we keep moving forward with
Andy but continue to probe other candidates. We’ve gotten a lit-
tle unlucky with the other interim guys Greg Lahann introduced
us to—none is available. Ben, follow up with that other guy Prow
introduced you to. Let’s see what we get there,” Mike said.

>>

That conversation and many others like it took place in our mod-
est San Francisco home. Contrary to the typical media fantasy of
yacht-cruising millionaires wheeling and dealing their way to the
next big technology fortune, most entrepreneurship happens in
quite ordinary circumstances. Dorm rooms, garages, kitchens, cafés
. . . even bedrooms. Ordinary people, ordinary circumstances, ordi-
nary conversations. But unusual passion.
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>>

Despite the early-warning signs, we met with Andy a second time.
Andy announced he was comfortable working in one of three
capacities: (a) as a consultant to write a good business plan, (b) as
a full-time CEO until the company raised money, or (c) as a full-
time interim CEO for three months to continue to move the com-
pany forward. We decided that the last option made the most sense
and agreed in principle that it would be great to work together. We
only had to settle on a fair compensation package.

We worked late into the night to forge perhaps the most impor-
tant agreement of my young company—Andy’s job offer. However,
the next morning marked my first day of high school, and fresh-
man orientation beckoned. The Class of 2006 was going to a
remote mountain setting to get to know each other for two days.

>>

As we drove across the Golden Gate Bridge, my new classmates sat
around me on the bus. The bus typified high school life: people
were assessing possible best friends and signaling out the losers,
rap music screamed loudly from a boom box, the rowdy jocks had
secured the seats at the back of the bus. I, on the other hand, sat
aloof, and started sweating. My BlackBerry was losing signal! Andy
was supposed to be emailing me his comp proposal any minute!
Shit!

Upon my return, we hammered out a compensation package
consisting of cash and housing. We let him stay in the in-law unit
of our house for three months for free. Being in a “transitional”
housing situation, this appealed to him. In hindsight, this housing
accommodation was the stupidest thing we did—the unit literally
shares a wall with my bedroom. Trust me: never mix personal and
professional!

>>

I had high hopes for Andy, since he was the first credentialed, adult
business partner I had worked with in my career. To help realize
these high expectations, I tried to get him up to speed as quickly
as possible. I inundated him with emails, reports, white papers, and
other material on the market. He needed to acquire a basic level
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of understanding about the market, then learn how to do a demo,
and then start work on the business plan.

Unfortunately, Andy’s tenure at Comcate did not last. We did
not see eye-to-eye on the little things. Or on the big things. There
were communication breakdowns galore. I take part of the blame,
seeing that—aside from my father—I had never worked intimately
with another adult businessperson before. I didn’t know how to
relate. I made plenty of mistakes in my interactions with Andy. My
style of giving feedback was as smooth as a bear gobbling up a fish
from a stream—in-your-face and combative. I sometimes assumed
the worst and didn’t give him a fair shot. I bombarded him with
emails about little things when I should have saved them for one
round-up phone call or meeting.

I also learned another valuable lesson: a company should
never hire a CEO who has too much personal “baggage”—dis-
tracting emotional events in his life that can reduce his focus on
the company.

>>

With jobs scarce during the dot-com bust period, MBA students
were probably inquiring at In-n-Out Burger for possible employ-
ment. So Andy, during his brief employment, easily found two
competent business school students—one from U.C. Berkeley,
the other from the University of San Francisco—each of whom
devoted twenty hours a week for three months to Comcate . . . for
free! (Who said never start a company in a recession?) They
worked with and for Andy doing research centered around this
question: Was Comcate’s best chance as a small, cash-cow opera-
tion or could it scale to be a big company?

They delivered their final fifty-seven-page “white paper” three
months later to the board of advisors. It had all the makings of a
business plan and also listed various scenarios that tweaked geo-
graphic focus and friends and family investment. Their conclusion?
Comcate could either be maintained as a small, family-run cash
cow with no outside funding commitment, or if we wanted to grow
it larger, we could hire an executive for $80K a year, link with dis-
tribution partners, and see if we could grow the company to be a
national player. And then raise additional investment. In other
words, if we stayed as a cottage industry company, operated by me
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Brainstorm: Three Sure Ways to Maximize Luck
I made mistakes when we hired our interim CEO, but I also
got unlucky. Sometimes that’s the way things go. In my view,
luck is the single most underrated component of success. For-
tunately, there are many things you can do to maximize your
chances of being lucky.

1. Expose yourself to as much randomness as possible. Attend con-
ferences no one else is attending. Read books no one else
is reading. Talk to people no one else is talking to. Who
would have thought that giving a speech at a funeral at
age twelve would introduce me to a man who would intro-
duce me to my first business contact who would introduce
me to several other important people in my life? That’s
luck. That’s randomness.

2. Trust in probabilities of luck. I think life works in peaks and
valleys. Every time luck doesn’t go my way I believe a
piece of good luck is right around the corner—you always
bounce up after hitting rock bottom. Similarly, whenever
I get lucky I prepare myself for weathering a dip. Know-
ing this, I can always mitigate a rough stretch and make
the most of the good times.

3. Trick yourself. Self-deception is essential for high self-
esteem. It’s OK to take more credit than you deserve, in
your own mind, for successes. It’s OK to think that you
can outwork and outpassion anyone who competes with
you. It’s OK to attribute soaring victories to a tireless work
ethic. It’s OK if these are slight exaggerations. After all,
how many people attribute “good luck” to their wins? Far
fewer than those who attribute “bad luck” to their losses!
Stay humble, especially on the outside, but consider your-
self (privately) as unstoppable.
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and some advisors and consultants, we could expect slow, steady
growth, but couldn’t compete with bigger firms or get rich. Alter-
natively, and more aggressively, we could retain a “chief bottle
washer”—or chief operating officer—to work full-time to grow the
company and raise outside venture funding. (The title could have
been CEO or president, but that would have meant a higher base
salary.) This latter option was riskier but had a bigger upside.

>>

More risk, more upside. For entrepreneurs, it’s a no-brainer: go
for it.

Author Annie Dillard once said, “If we listened to our intellect,
we’d never have a love affair. We’d never have a friendship. We’d
never go into business, because we’d be too cynical. Well, that’s
nonsense. You’ve got to jump off cliffs all the time and build your
wings on the way down.”

We decided we wanted to jump off the cliff. We had to find a
full-time COO who could help us build our wings.
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The Hunt for a COO:
Recruiting a Top Team

The guy. No special emphasis on either the or guy, but no
intervening pause, either. TheGuy. That’s the person
needed to head a start-up once it has grown beyond a seed.
To wit, a stud, ideally, a big honkin’ stud or a total
fuckin’ stud. He (or yes, she) will not lack for balls, at
least in one sense, but in another will work his nuts off,
or his ass off. A high-hustle guy. A total can-do guy.
A winner. Smart. Someone with integrity off the charts.
Scrappy. A kick-ass dude, a nail-eatin’, nut-crushin’
decision maker, a competitor with killer instincts. Someone
who attracts and hires A’s, unafraid to hire above himself.
A player. A hitter.
RANDALL STROSS, EBOYS

The first hire in a start-up is the most important. Hire a B person
and you probably will end up with a B company. The first hire in a
start-up is also the most difficult for a founder. Will the person you
hire nurture your baby or drop it over the ledge? Put you on the
cover of Business Week, or push you out?

>>

We made a courageous decision and chose the riskier of the two
paths presented to us in the interim CEO’s research white paper.
We still couched it as a contingency: if we couldn’t find TheGuy
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(or TheGal) then we would remain a cottage industry. This made
the process less scary. For some reason I doubted we’d find some-
one right to take over my baby—maybe because I was leading the
executive search process. I had no experience or knowledge of this
facet of business. That changed. Fast.

>>

Regardless of how smooth the process should run in theory, taking
the leap—investing valuable resources to hire a total stranger who
might have different ideas about where the company should go—
is gut-wrenching and emotional.

It started easily. We first had to define the characteristics of the
ideal chief cook and bottle washer. Mike Patterson, still my main
mentor, gave me a sample executive job spec from a recruiter that
I customized and sent around to my advisory board for feedback.
Much of a job specification is boilerplate. I added a sentence to the
candidate qualification section lifted from Jim Collins’s Good to
Great, “S/he will be able to translate the vision and broad strategic
goals into concrete tactics and objectives. This individual will dis-
play compelling modesty, and be fanatically driven, infected with
an incurable need to produce sustained results.” Did that help nar-
row down the pool? Hardly. But it reminded us that we needed
someone passionate about creating something and therefore will-
ing to roll up his or her sleeves.

The friends and family investment pool allowed us to recruit a
person who would be willing to start at a base salary of $90K plus
stock options, bonuses, and commissions. While this kind of salary
package would put its recipient far above most American wage
earners, it is actually pretty darn low when you’re talking about A-
list CEOs. So we knew that we weren’t going to get the next Jack
Welch, Steve Jobs, or Meg Whitman.

Next, we had to spread the word as far and wide as possible.
We posted the job opportunity on HotJobs.com and on the local
universities’ alumni job boards.

I received more than two hundred emails from serious people
who fired in their resumes and cover letters. Most candidates didn’t
seem to know my age. The one candidate who clearly did—via a
Google search or a press article, presumably—replied to the post-
ing, “Is this for real? If so, I admire your chutzpah to post on the
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Stanford job board.” I wanted to reply, “Hell yeah, it’s real” but
instead I wrote back politely.

I never liked it when people praised me for my “nerve” when
it was such a little task. There are moments when true courage is
called for in a start-up life, but certainly not with such trivial activ-
ities as job postings. In general, people who tried to condescend
to me changed their attitude once we started talking. It took time
for me to develop effective strategies to channel age-driven skep-
ticism into motivation (instead of plain anger). Whatever bias you
might face, you cannot get rattled.

>>

I filtered through the onslaught of emails by eliminating candi-
dates whose career skills seemed shoddy (cover letters help!) or
whose experience and background seemed entirely irrelevant.
Then, I corresponded with the surviving candidates and eliminated
those for whom our salary range was too low.

Over a period of several weekends we invited three to four peo-
ple a day from our remaining pool of thirty to our downtown San
Francisco office (we shared space with Dad’s law firm) for inter-
views. At Mike’s suggestion, we drew a matrix in our notebooks.
Next to each candidate’s name we drew boxes:

• Energy
• Relevant experience
• Sales/marketing capability
• Teamwork
• Commitment

We weren’t necessarily going to rank everyone from one to ten
and then choose the highest-ranked person—instinct always
superceded this—but we used the matrix as a way to ground us in
the important factors. The person we ultimately hired ranked
Number 4 by the matrix.

>>

Dad, Mike, and I conducted the interviews. I read up on employ-
ment law beforehand to orient myself. I learned what questions are
illegal to ask (How old are you?), but how employers ask them any-
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way. I learned how to dig through resume-speak and figure out why
somebody really left their last job.

Many candidates shot themselves in the foot early. Some
looked at me like I was an intern, naturally focusing their attention
on the two older people in the room even though it was my opin-
ion that carried the most weight (since I was going to be working
with the COO most). In my own sales experience, often the sup-
posed “peon” or assistant in the room will carry as much weight as
the senior person by virtue of their control over calendars, rumors,
and so forth. Others, asked to “tell their story”—personally and
professionally—chose to tell it in reverse chronological order, mak-
ing their career story devoid of any cohesion or theme. A fatal flaw.
A story that evolves and shows growth is important.1

We didn’t try to pull any fancy Microsoft tricks in the interviews
such as asking, “How would you move Mount Fuji?” or “How many
piano tuners are there in the world?” We kept it simple: The first
half hour the candidate told us his story and we in turn told him
why the Comcate opportunity rocked. Then we probed deeper, try-
ing to find out if the person was competitive, intelligent, salesman-
like, and could operate independently. I favored off-the-beaten-path
questions like, “Where and what do you like to read?” I figured each
candidate would be competent enough and thus focused my atten-
tion on interpersonal fit.

>>

After in-person interviews, we narrowed the list to three top-notch
candidates: Paul Elkund, Dave Richmond, and Eric Sigler.

Starting at 3 P.M. (after school) on a chilly February day in 2003,
we brought in the entire advisory board to interview the three can-
didates. Assembled in the large conference room, I opened the
meeting: “Thanks so much for coming into the City for this impor-
tant day. I want to remind you that we’re not here to pick the best
of three. Rather, we’re here to see if there’s a superstar—by our

1 Everyone tries to tell their life story as just that—a story—with a series of events
that naturally build on each other through choices. But my sense is that life hap-
pens and we react to it with little real choice. Even as I tell my own story, I prob-
ably credit “choices” instead of “reactions” more than I should. Yet we all tell
stories to ourselves and to others to fit our preferred autobiographical narrative.
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budget—who can lead Comcate to the next level. If none of these
guys blows our skirt up, we will keep searching.”

I then divided the advisory board into two groups: the ex-city
managers (to judge the candidate’s potential rapport with city man-
agers) and the business folks (to assess his sales and management
potential). Each candidate spent about a half hour with each
group. Had we kept the advisory board as one unit, the conversa-
tion wouldn’t have been productive.

First up, Paul Elkund. He was a fifty-ish gentleman who had
been VP Operations at a venture-funded company that tried to sell
a simple computer device to lower-income people. Like companies
with similar visions, it failed. “After my last job I had to look my
wife up in the yellow pages and then I spent some quality time with
her,” Elkund said, a clever way of explaining the few months of
dead time on his resume while also conveying he was a workaholic.
It made me laugh, in a good way, the first time he said it. When he
fed us that line yet again in the big group interview, it became clear
that Elkund had some good interview sound bites. My naiveté suc-
cumbed to these one-liners at first, but I quickly hardened up. Our
experience with the interim CEO always reminds me that the more
soundbite-ish you sound, the less credible you may actually be.

Elkund was an experienced COO candidate: happy to be
behind-the-scenes, liked getting stuff done, worked long hours. . . .
But . . . could he persuade? Could he “sell?”

I asked a question on presentation styles. “I’ll tell you what,”
he responded, in a pass-the-salt tone, “I can sell this thing. I’ve
done this kind of thing before. I’ll do it again.” His eyes looked to
the floor for a second as he wiggled in his seat. I was so captivated
by the odd answer I slowly turned my head to stare out the window,
admiring the San Francisco skyline from the forty-second floor.

The second candidate, Dave Richmond, was a family man with
a sunny outlook. His background covered important ground: strat-
egy consulting, entrepreneurial experience, and time at a venture
capital firm. He seemed dynamic enough to do well on the road
pitching prospects, even though he didn’t come across as any kind
of rhetorical powerhouse. The big hole on his resume? Technol-
ogy. No experience managing the software development process.

The final candidate, Eric Sigler, was a young guy in his early
thirties who had just finished a stint at Goldman Sachs and was
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either going to start his own wireless products company or join a
start-up. He was enthusiastic and willing to accept lower pay. He
also had extraordinary technical expertise. But significantly, he had
no experience running his own company. The question of a
younger/energetic/inexperienced/inexpensive versus an older/
experienced/expensive executive is a common dilemma for any
company that needs experience but doesn’t have a lot of money.

I stayed in the backseat during the Q&A, letting the advisors do
their jobs and trying to learn from their questions. I didn’t have the
expertise to direct as much as participate as another equal. The
group asked good, incisive questions. Ex-city manager Bill Zaner
asked a particularly grabbing zinger that worked because he inflected
it with tremendous passion: “So there you are, sitting there, with an
old and old-fashioned city manager, who doesn’t want to change, who’s
gonna take a long time to decide, who’s gonna ask a lot of questions,
who’s gonna think you’re just a grubby salesperson trying to sell
him dirt. My question is, how do you feel about going into that?”

Dad was more concise: “Are you ready to be the first employee?
No support staff, no one in the next cubicle. Just you. Can you han-
dle that?”

>>

After all the candidates left, the advisory board and the core
group—Mike, Dad, and me—gathered around the large confer-
ence table. It was 8:30 P.M. and our unpaid advisors were anxious
to get home. The room still smelled of the cold sandwiches and
salad we had eaten an hour earlier. Most people were munching
on cookies for the sugar rush to keep them awake and energetic
during the home stretch of the meeting.

“Well . . . ,” I said, looking around the table, seeing who would
step up first with comments. In an open discussion, the first opin-
ion often sets the tone for subsequent comments.

“What, is there a decision that has to be made? Seems pretty
obvious to me.” That would be Tom Lewcock, always perfectly
blunt and here with a tinge of sarcasm.

“It’s a no-brainer,” Tom Mulvaney, the former Seagate execu-
tive, added.

“The younger guy will be earning his experience on your
nickel,” Bill Zaner said. I didn’t like it when our advisors said “you”
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instead of “we,” because it made me more scared and alone at a
moment when I needed these advisors more than ever.

“So Richmond was just that much better?” Dad asked.
“He just blew them out of the water,” Lewcock said. “More

charismatic, more fire in the belly, and relevant experience in the
VC world.”

People smiled. Maybe this wouldn’t take all night to decide,
after all.

“Now Ben—what are your first impressions of Dave? Your opin-
ion counts most,” Mike said.

“I liked him. Interestingly, he was the only one to initiate direct
contact with me after the interview by offering to have lunch one-
on-one. He recognized the . . . uniqueness of the situation, even
though we didn’t talk about my age,” I said.

I then reminded the group that we weren’t there to pick the
best of three. We were there to see if one of these guys was TheGuy
who could lead Comcate to the next level.

Thankfully, Carol Rutlen, CEO of her own software start-up,
finally joined the conversation: “I really like Dave. I think he’s a
jack-of-all-trades kind of guy, just what we need. He seems pretty
weak on the technology side, and we’ll have to deal with that, but
I see him being effective on the road and working with clients. If
we’re going to pursue him, we all need to realize that the tables
have turned. We are now recruiting him. Ben and David—you two
should call Dave first thing tomorrow and say you want to meet
again to do a demo. We want to show him we’re interested.” I loved
how she said “we,” and I agreed with her point. The hiring process
is an odd dance—who’s recruiting who depends on the stage in
the process.

After Carol’s firm comment, Tom Lewcock, sensing that his
role as an informal advisor to a kid with an idea had grown into
one that was recommending the investment of hundreds of thou-
sands dollars, added, “Remember, we’re just giving advice. This is
ultimately your decision.” I looked at him, then Mike Patterson,
who just smiled, and took a big gulp.

After people filed out of the conference room to start the long
drives home to their respective Bay Area locations, Dad, Mike, and
I drove back to our San Francisco neighborhood, Cole Valley. I’ve
always loved these car rides. After marathon advisory board meet-

76 MY START-UP LIFE

c09.qxd  3/22/07  4:56 PM  Page 76



ings we’re all exhausted—and then there’s the ride home for even
more analysis, speculation, argument, continuing to the very last
second when we drop Mike off at his home. When we reached
Mike’s block, the conversation had stopped. We were too tired to
talk anymore. Mike opened the door to get out, and Dad and I
both thanked him and said good night. He started closing the
door, but then pulled it open again.

“Guys, this is going to be fun.”
I mustered enough energy to grin. He was dead right.

>>

In between classes the next morning, I walked up the street from
my school to my secret, undetectable spot where I made and
received business calls on my cell phone. Dad and I called Dave to
schedule a meeting to do a demo. His interest in Comcate remained
high! We were still a long way from a done deal, but on the roller-
coaster of emotions during the COO search process, this was defi-
nitely a good day.

That weekend we met with Dave at the office. There were good
dynamics. Dave, at thirty-eight, had a boyish face and a certain exu-
berance that contrasted with Dad’s and my more restrained
demeanor. We huddled around a computer (no budget for a pro-
jector) and I did a detailed demo for Dave. I needed to be sure our
COO would be comfortable and passionate about our product,
since selling it in its current form was the Number 1 to-do. Sur-
prisingly, Dave didn’t drill down into the product. A lot of “uh-
huhs” and “got its” as I went screen by screen.

“That looked awesome, Ben,” Dave said at the end. “What kind
of additional programming needs to be done in the next three to
six months? Any big projects to keep it stable and working as the
selling is going on?” To our knowledge, the product was as func-
tional as it appeared in the demo. Only later would we find out
that the piecemeal program our Bangladeshi programmer had put
together had numerous holes. My answer was honest, assertive, and
proved to be dramatically misleading: “No.”

>>

After the demo, Dad and I took turns in monologue—touting the
future of local government and technology. Every city was going to
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78 MY START-UP LIFE

Brainstorm: The Art of Courtship
How do you get “A” players to work with you? Court them
smartly.

I’ll use a cowboy analogy. When you spot someone you
want to recruit to your management team, board of advisors,
or even your circle of friends, you first have to throw the lasso
around their neck. This is the preliminary contact. If you suc-
cessfully connect, the long process of “ropin’ ’em in” begins.

With my advisory board members, our relationships
started with a simple contact and I spent years ropin’ ’em in
until they had psychologically committed to the company on
a deeper level. I first met prominent retired city manager
Tom Lewcock in June 2002. I immediately knew he would be
a fantastic anchor to our advisory board, and in an ideal
world, help us on sales calls as a credible local government
voice. After our first contact he volunteered to do neither.
Over time our relationship strengthened and I asked if he
could join our advisory board, and he agreed. But he was still
far away from agreeing to join me on sales calls to pitch his
former city manager colleagues.

Mike Patterson, our main advisory board chief, had the
novel idea of giving Tom some Comcate business cards so
he’d feel more committed to the company. First, I got Mike the
business cards. Then we staged a moment during one of our
casual lunches with Tom, when Mike leaned over, held out
his business cards, and said with a laugh, “You know Tom,
you’re going to have to get these cards now!” Tom laughed.
At our next meeting I presented him with fifty Comcate busi-
ness cards. At the meeting after that I made a bigger ask. Two
weeks later Tom and I walked into a Bay Area city together to
pitch eFeedbackManager.

I think Tom wanted peer validation, so we encouraged
him to help us rope in another ex-city manager. We recruited
his retired Palo Alto city manager friend Bill Zaner to join our
advisory board too. In late 2002 when Tom told me he was
leaving the country for two months I asked him if he could
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need eFeedbackManager at some point, we told him, and if we
don’t act soon our competitors will. We were in selling mode to
Dave Richmond. And we were succeeding.

>>

With preliminary mutual interest, Dave and I set up a series of one-
on-one meetings to test our rapport. If either of us couldn’t have
a good time during a one-hour lunch, we would never be able to
spend together the thousands of hours necessary over the coming
years.

We had to get comfortable with the twenty-three-year age dif-
ference between us: I was an almost-fifteen-year-old founder and
he would be a thirty-eight-year-old COO. Could we share a sense
of humor? Could he tolerate my stories about school and me his
stories about his kids? He had to get comfortable with the long-
term prospects of the business. Is there a viable business model for
a company selling a $10K-a-year software application?

We answered that last question in the affirmative after some
scribbles on a napkin. I kid you not—along with the Laffer Curve
and countless other historically pivotal doodles, Comcate’s busi-
ness model was initially verified as “filled with potential” thanks to
a cocktail napkin.

We had to get comfortable with our personalities and our
thought processes. For me, a difficult but important consideration
when judging the potential of a relationship is whether there’s
intellectual common ground. This doesn’t mean I need to agree
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ask Bill to “step in” as an advisor during his absence. After
Bill’s “temporary” advisory assignment terminated, I told Tom
we could try to convert him to a regular advisor. A couple
months later Bill Zaner was on our formal advisory board.

Ropin’ somebody in is not always easy. Dave Richmond
and I tried the same approach with another retired city man-
ager and Dave made the ask too soon. The manager said no
and we nearly lost the relationship. Courtship takes time, ded-
icated focus on the real A players, and an awareness of the
individual’s psychological disposition.
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with someone. It does mean we both need to have a similar devo-
tion to rigorous, empirical analysis. We both need to appreciate
the value of developing and defending arguments, and then con-
ceding defeat swiftly for the good of the organization.

>>

My first one-on-one with Dave took place at the California Pizza
Kitchen near the San Francisco Superior Court building, where
Dave had just finished jury duty. My Mom dropped me off after
school and gave me coins to take public transit home. We talked
and ate and talked some more. We were clicking.

I was impressed with Dave’s thought process; it was more cre-
ative than I expected. I have an analytical turn of mind and enjoy
being around more creative types (who don’t wear tattoos and have
tie-dyed hair).

“Ben, where I’m totally with you is on the vision of making local
government more effective. I have some specific questions, though,
about how you’re doing your implementations and structuring the
sales process,” he said. Dave had listened in on a conference call I
had with a prospect earlier in the week and he thought we could
present a much stronger postpurchase plan. Involving your top can-
didate in some of the business activities at the moment allows him
to offer the most concrete and relevant feedback, a useful exercise
for both parties. Dave outlined his ideas.

Fortunately, California Pizza Kitchen had plenty of napkins.
I then shifted the conversation to the personal.
“So Dave, what I’m most intrigued about is your supposed

‘Top-500 World Ranking’ in tennis that you boast on your resume.
Are you just screwing with us or is that legit?”

He laughed. It’s quasi legitimate, he said. He talked about his
days of competitive tennis and the grueling workouts he endured
as a high school kid. As an athlete myself with two brothers
recruited for sports in college, I could appreciate his upbringing.
The meeting ended on a high note.

Our final one-on-one, though, moved with a slightly uncom-
fortable sense of urgency. We were sipping hot chocolate in one of
those San Francisco neighborhoods filled with Priuses, vegans, and
war protesters. Only this time, no BS-ing about sports. Dave seemed
more anxious to finalize a deal. He had been spending a lot of
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(pro bono) time with Mike working through a possible budget for
the year. Before parting ways we stood outside the café and he said,
“Look, Ben, I’m really excited about this. Let’s move it along. You
know, I have a few other things that I’m looking at and they’re
moving along, too.” As I walked off to catch a cab, I could only
wonder if he was bluffing.

>>

With all of us still positive about Dave, we did reference checking.
When you call a candidate’s references you are spending political
capital he has accumulated with his contacts, so you only want to
take this step if you’re serious about filling the position. If a refer-
ence is anything less than bubbling with enthusiasm, you should
be concerned. Dave’s were bubbling. We managed to get an “hon-
est” reference check from a teacher at my high school.2 Her hus-
band knew a partner Dave had worked with at Altos Ventures. The
scoop: Dave was a good guy for start-ups, in need of a big win, and
as we knew, weak on technology.

>>

The process reached its climax at our dining room table later in the
week, where we all gathered over American crêpes for a dinner-and-
working session. Dave distributed a proposed budget for his first
year at Comcate if he were to join the company. Mike helped me
interpret the balance sheets and income statements. It’s important
to assess the assumptions that drive spreadsheets. For his salary,
Dave was looking for a total package of about $112K, which
included a $90K base, 20 percent commissions on new sales, and
10 percent equity in the form of stock options that vest—that is,
become available to exercise and sell as stock—over a period of
four years.

While reviewing the total budget I suddenly had a dramatic
change of heart. One bite of my San Francisco crêpe and I was fine
and excited, and the next bite my whole emotional system did a

2 I learned that this teacher had an MBA from Harvard and sought her out. I did
this with other teachers at my high school as well, even if they didn’t teach me.
Through my research I discovered an English teacher who was formerly the
chief speechwriter at Apple Computer. I also researched what my school
friends’ parents did for a living.
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180. I wanted to rip everything up and get Dave out of my house.
I wanted desperately to be alone, a longing for solitude that’s so
intense it sucks your spirit out of any social interaction. I imagined
failure of the most embarrassing kind and wanted to run from that
image in my head. I wanted nothing to do with risking our pool of
friends’ and family money and our revenue stream—which all
totaled $200,000—that was meager by Valley standards, but
humongous for me. For the second half of that meeting, these
inner demons affected my body language. I didn’t say anything
more. When the meeting was over, I cordially shook Dave’s hand
and excused myself to do homework in my room. As Dave waited
for a cab home in our living room, I came as close to a personal
meltdown as I ever did during my whole adventure founding Com-
cate. I felt like a boy who had wandered into a darkened movie the-
ater, late, looking for his mommy.

I turned to my mentors.
I opened up my email program and wrote an email, bleeding

with self-doubt, to my first mentor and advisor Paul Williams, who
had many months ago expressed interest in Comcate’s growth. In
this email, I looked to him for advice, but secretly wanted him to
submit his resume!

To: Paul Williams
From: Ben Casnocha
Subject: I’m scared as hell
Date: February 20, 2003, 2:28 P.M.

Paul,

I’m currently struggling with one of the hardest
decisions I’ve ever faced.

We are, as you know, searching for a COO. We’re
talking with someone and we’ve had multiple
conversations with him (two interviews, 
four 1-on-1’s, another milestone mtg, comp.
discussions, etc.). He seems like a smart and
experienced person—someone who could probably do
great good and advance Comcate. At the moment,
we are discussing various compensation formulas,
budgets, milestones, and the like. A long time
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ago, I think, we decided that we (me, advisory
board, my Dad) would like Comcate to go beyond the
cottage industry and attempt to raise money to grow
geographically, product offering-wise, etc. . . .
understanding that concurrent with that growth we
would lose control on a lot of the decisions.

So we’ve charged ahead and are getting deeper into
this one candidate—he’s really enthused and so are
we (I think). We would be taking a big step by
incurring the largest expenses in the company’s
history—right at the time when cities are cutting
back and facing the largest fiscal crisis that one
can remember (this is not to say current sales
aren’t good—they are).

To be honest, I’m scared as hell—terrified—about
jumping into this ship and going from 1 to 100.
I mean, we started very slowly, growing slowly,
bringing a few more cities onboard, etc. Now,
we’re suddenly hiring a COO who could bring on
many other people . . . and dumping hundreds of
thousands of $$ into it.

We have always talked about Comcate having amazing
potential and that the company can really go
places. At the same time, this has been—and will
continue to be—quite a learning experience for me.
Will keeping Comcate a cottage industry type of
firm expose me to the breadth of challenges and
issues sure to come up if we staff up, get money,
etc.? No. But how do you weigh a nice “learning
experience” with dumping a whole lot of money into
something that may fail?

Anyway, that’s a peek inside what’s going on
inside my head. If you want to offer anything that
I could chew on, I’d love to hear it!

Best,
Ben Casnocha
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To: Ben Casnocha
From: Paul Williams
Subject: Re: I’m scared as hell
Date: February 25, 2003, 9:00 P.M.

Ben,

First of all, I think it is OK to be scared
sometimes. The importance of taking on financial
responsibilities should never be underestimated—
that’s a scary prospect. You’ve got a great head
on your shoulders and it sounds like you have an
excellent perspective on things.

I think you are asking the right questions. I also
think you should trust your instincts—from what
I’ve seen they are impressively sharp. Take comfort
in seeking knowledge, seeking expert advice,
considering your options carefully, learning
constantly, listening, reevaluating, moving
forward, and making the best decisions you can.

I would guess you’ve asked yourself questions like:
What specific concerns do I have? What is the basis
for these concerns? What can be done to “insulate”
or protect the company if these concerns are
accurate? Etc., etc. Like I said, you’ve probably
addressed all of this kind of stuff.

In the end, I simply try to make the best decisions
I can for the company, given all of the information
that I can accumulate.

I want to help in any way that I can, even though
my time is tight right now. Keep me posted!

Take care,
Paul

I wasn’t able to jump off the cliff.
That is, until Dave called the next day. He picked up on my

body language (an important skill) and wanted to check in to see
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how I was feeling about the process. I denied having negative feel-
ings about it (I didn’t want to discourage him) but he knew what
was up just as well as parents know when their kid had a bad day at
school. I agreed to a conference call with him later in the week to
ostensibly talk about the challenge of obtaining buy-in during the
sales process but, more, to continue to make me comfortable.
Looking back, I think my fear came from the enormity of the risk,
the incomplete information, the emotional challenges inherent in
an outsider’s taking over the company—my company.
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Brainstorm: How to Overcome Fear of Failure
I betcha I fail more than you do. Take that!

I failed to get good grades in school.
I failed to successfully start a radio station in high school.
I failed to launch my first business idea, which was going

to be a sweepstakes clearinghouse online.
I have failed in countless sales presentations, sometimes

with people walking out on me.
I failed to lead my basketball team to a league champi-

onship.
Now, I don’t like dwell on my failures too much since I

prefer to take lessons away and then look forward. But I won’t
deny that I fail early and fail often. And this is the best way to
overcome the fear of failure: fail. Fail at little things. Get good
at it. Laugh at yourself. Fail with 100 percent effort—don’t
engage in the kind of self-protection that 75 percent effort
affords (“Well, if I had given it my all I would have suc-
ceeded”). Then when the stakes get higher, you’ll have prac-
tice. There will still be fear. Fear of embarrassment, maybe.
But with practice you’ll learn to see failure as just feedback
for improvement. For me, more often than not, failure means
success got stuck in traffic.

It’s not right to think you can eliminate all fear. Stress,
nervousness, and fear can be positive emotions for smart deci-
sion making in high-pressure entrepreneurial settings. But
don’t let it cripple you—as it did me, during our hunt for a
COO at Comcate. 
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It was a crazy time in my life. In addition to interfacing with
Dave, I was on the road virtually every day doing pitches to
prospective customers. In a two-week span in March, I was in L.A.
for four days meeting with clients and prospects, in Los Altos, Liv-
ermore, and Orinda doing pitches, lunching with a professor who
specialized in e-government, and on the phone with Mike Patter-
son every single day to talk about the COO negotiation. I closed a
deal with the City of Cupertino, a big win over our handful of
regional competitors. Along the way, I spent a night in Monterey,
where I snuck into a nonvendor city government conference to
network (they almost stopped me from entering), got bumped up
to the varsity basketball team as a sophomore (those were the days
when I’d miss school and race back from L.A. to catch a late after-
noon practice), and finished off the cycle with a doctor’s meeting:
I had high blood pressure. At the ripe old age of fourteen.

Indeed. This all raises a deeply serious question: Did I even
attend school classes freshman year? I have no recollection of any-
thing of the sort (and neither did my transcript).

>>

Dad, Mike, and I agreed to Dave’s comp and Year One budget in
principle. By this time I had made up my mind to be supportive of
hiring Dave, and subjugated my fear of failure.

Mike and advisor Tom Mulvaney were working on customizing
an employment agreement.

“OK, Ben, we’re almost there. I’ve spoken to Dave and we agree
in principle to the numbers he wants to hit, it’s just about struc-
turing the package to get him there. It will be a combination of
base, commissions, and of course, his equity,” Mike said.

“Great—any deal breakers?” I asked.
“Well, there is one thing he didn’t want to budge on. He wants

his fifteen days of vacation.”
“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.”
“Nope,” Mike laughed.
In his draft he put in twenty days of vacation and we reduced it

to ten. In practice it didn’t mean anything, but we felt strongly that
he needed to know this would be a long-hours job. The fact that he
would care enough to raise it another five days was mind-boggling.
After all, most start-ups don’t even keep track once the trust is

86 MY START-UP LIFE

c09.qxd  3/22/07  4:56 PM  Page 86



established between the CEO and board. The only job is to take
care of business and meet the numbers. But I bit my lip—as you
often have to in negotiations—and we gave him his fifteen days.

We haggled over other details, like the specific commission
structure (Would he get paid for deals that I generated but were
signed after his hiring?) and the threshold for needing to get
approval for expenses. All of our negotiations were done in good
faith, both sides were reasonable, and I learned a lot in the process
about how executive compensation deals are structured. Our num-
bers were negotiated within the timeworn “high, low, middle”
framework: one side starts high, the other counters low, and we
pick a number in the middle. This approach favors the person who
initiates the negotiation since the first number anchors the dis-
cussion. The other way deals like this are structured is, “Fair from
the start.” Both sides sit at a table and try to come up with the
fairest number from the start. No staged back-and-forth.

Thank goodness I had experienced advisors leading this
process. Indeed, Dave told me after the fact that if it wasn’t for
folks like Mike he wouldn’t have felt comfortable coming onboard.
Moreover, I didn’t have the expertise required to understand an
executive contract. So, I tried to stay out the way, content to be the
word processor. I didn’t always have the courage to step aside when
I wasn’t able to keep up—after all, my credibility was important—
but here, I did.

We sealed the deal on March 15, 2003. I had just turned fif-
teen. Dave Richmond was officially employee Number 1. I crafted
an email to the advisory board announcing Dave’s hire and I felt
a rush of blood (was my high blood pressure kicking in again?) as
I clicked “Send”:

The day has finally come. When we started this
process a few months ago, I never would have
imagined it would be this exhausting. We literally
received hundreds of resumes from folks around the
world interested in our COO opportunity.

The diversity of the candidates was refreshing.
Everyone from young up-and-coming MBAs, to older
50+ tenured executives. Yet, in the very first
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interview round, someone stood out as a winner.
Dave Richmond was the only person out of the many
we interviewed who, as I showed him to the door,
offered to have lunch in a more informal setting.
While seemingly a small gesture, that sense of
caring and kindness went a long way. Nonetheless,
we drilled this guy to death in the interviews
making sure that his impressive resume could
sustain the inquisitive city managers and business
advisors.

Today, Saturday, March 15, 2003, we sealed the
deal with Dave Richmond and officially have brought
Dave on as COO of Comcate. This is the biggest
decision we have made in the history of the
company. Dave is permanent and is our first
employee. We have determined that we want Comcate
to go farther than what we can all do part-time.
We have decided that we want Comcate to go to the
next level. Dave will, with the support of all of
us, take us there.

Dave, welcome. You will be working with some of
the hardest-working people you will ever meet. We
are all, as it said in the job offer, infected
with an incurable need to produce sustained
results. Dave—you must be, and I believe you
already are, infected with that same bug. You will
need to work your ass off—and then some. This is
in no way an easy job. The challenges in this job
are plenty. . . . The bar will always be raised
higher as each milestone is hit. We all have
entrusted an enormous amount of confidence in you.

I founded the past, Dave. We are both founding the
future. In the coming months, more than a half a
million people may be using our technology to
interact with their local government. The
implications of our technology, and future
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technologies, could radically change the way
government services are provided to taxpaying
citizens. This is deep and world-changing stuff.
Being passionate about what we’re offering is an
absolute must.

Obviously, communication is going to be key.
Everything from directives given to Dave to
coordination of schedules must be consistently
represented and carried out. An important aspect
that may make or break the company as we embark
on a pivotal part in the company’s life will be
robust dialogue between everyone in the company.
Honest and candid communication must take place.

In closing, I would like to thank all of you for
your support and time. I would especially like to
thank Mike Patterson for leading the effort, and
Tom Mulvaney and Carol Rutlen for playing active
roles in the postinterview contract negotiations.
If our collective wisdom is right, Dave and
his work at Comcate will be a success. Oh man,
I hope this works out.

Dave—good luck, let this be the first of many
exciting and prosperous announcements to come.
Let’s do it! Again, welcome aboard to Comcate.
Godspeed Dave Richmond.

Very truly yours,

Ben Casnocha, Founder
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Life as a Road Warrior:
Making Memorable
Sales Pitches

Making and selling—that’s all any business is, really,
from Boeing to the corner lemonade stand. The rest is
dreaming, description, and distraction.
KYLE LUSK AND JOHN HARRISON,
THE MOUSEDRIVER CHRONICLES

When Dr. Ryoji Chubachi, the veteran Japanese engineer, hired
American Howard Stringer as CEO of Sony, he knew interpersonal
rapport would be essential for the duo’s success at revitalizing the
company. So they ran off to the Japanese countryside, took off
their clothes, and enjoyed a hot bath together.

Our newly hired COO Dave Richmond and I had a similar goal,
but instead of a Japanese hot bath we spent days on end in close
physical proximity, mostly in rental cars, on airplanes, in stuffy con-
ference rooms, in hotel rooms. We talked for hours about the busi-
ness in between dozens of sales pitches. In our conversations, I
tried to bring him up to speed as fast as possible. I didn’t, however,
want to destroy the precious window of time when his unknow-
ingness made us revisit basic assumptions.

The two best moments to receive high-quality feedback from
people are when they are hired and fired. At the start they ask many
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“dumb questions,” which usually have gone foolishly unchecked for
years, and at the end, in an exit interview, they can deliver feedback
with the most possible candor. This is another mistake I made with
our interim CEO: I inundated him with so much information that
it probably squelched any fresh creative bursts he might have had
after initial exposure to Comcate ideas.

>>

I learned a lot about Dave and he became someone for whom I
developed a great deal of fondness. Our foremost bond, though,
isn’t mere interpersonal rapport as much as a joint commitment
to the success of the business. Indeed, a great joy of working in a
start-up is the intense camaraderie of the founding team. It’s nec-
essary and inevitable.

Camaraderie leads to candor. Early interactions were a bit
restrained, but it wasn’t long before Dave and I were blunt with
each other. It was good for me to hear: “Ben, you know, I really
think you botched the intro to that sales pitch.” If you and your
team aren’t criticizing each other—if there’s no gentle conflict—
then someone’s not being honest. . . . Or it means the team is not
tight-knit enough, because personal bonds destroy the barriers to
delivering honest feedback.

Despite our rapport, I still had suspicions. As the second busi-
ness partner in my career, Dave had the misfortune of inheriting
our doubts from our interim CEO. His first few months on the job
I wondered whether a phone call gone unanswered meant he had
taken the day off. I routinely called his office at 5:15 P.M. to see if
he was still there. I questioned expenses and decried the quality of
his memos as substandard due to low effort. My attitude resulted
from the psychological heuristic known as the “recency effect,”
which says we give recent events disproportionate weight. In our
case, they were the wounds left by our interim CEO.

>>

Before hitting the road that summer of 2003 after my freshman
high school year to sell, sell, sell (and bond), Dave and I needed
to focus our ground attack to maximize impact and minimize
expenses. First we had to decide a geographic focus: How far away
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from San Francisco were we willing to travel to pitch prospects? We
made it simple: if we could schedule in-person demos anywhere
Southwest Airlines flew nonstop, we’d do it. This not only kept us
within a one- to two-hour flight of San Francisco but also kept
travel expenses down, since Southwest flights are relatively cheap.

Second, we had to formalize basic sales strategy that had pre-
viously existed just in my head. This included documenting the
pipeline of prospects through salesforce.com, segmenting the
prospect list, enumerating the sales process and sales stages, and
outlining the various contact roles of people at a city (for example,
economic decision maker versus influencer). We clarified our tar-
get niche, as Geoffrey Moore instructs in his essential Crossing the
Chasm, because we were trying to dominate one angle of the mar-
ket. This would enable us to leverage our focused success into
other targeted segments of the local government world.

>>

My routine in preparation for sales pitches became predictable: I
would spend hours at Kinko’s printing PowerPoint handouts (to
offer strong leave-behinds), manually set up each demo (I would
spend an hour or more to customize the look and feel of the prod-
uct for each city—it makes a big difference), research the city and
its background (a rich customer profile with which to inform the
pitch), and then visualize myself giving a powerful demo. I’m big
on visualization—the mind doesn’t distinguish between the phys-
ical and the mental. Management guru Tom Peters once said that
presentation skills are worthy of obsessive study. In this spirit, I
obsessively prepared for each one of my pitches and—crucially—
visualized success.

>>

In addition to my personal, mental preparation, Dave and I spent
much time brainstorming over each pitch. Seeing that preparation
is at the heart of successful business meetings, we asked ourselves
several questions.

First—who are the key players? Will the decision maker be in the
room? Just assistants? A crowd of people? Sometimes we wouldn’t
know. If we had prepared diligently, one of us would have talked
with our main contact at the city the day before to confirm the
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Brainstorm: Presentations—Worthy of Obsession
It’s worth it to be obsessed with effective presentation tech-
niques. Unfortunately—or fortunately—the bar is low for
powerful presentations. Most people are not good presenters:
their voice can’t captivate, their visuals bore, and they either
fly too high or drill too deep into detail. This presents a mar-
velous opportunity to be extraordinary.

By becoming “pretty good” at presentations, I can come
across as “really good” relative to the people who present
before or after me at conferences or in sales pitches. I learned
this firsthand at an industry conference. Watching two speak-
ers go before me, I noticed nearly everyone in the audience
slouching in their seats, eyes flickering to stay awake. I
resolved to at least be entertaining. After a concerted effort
to entertain and awaken (I told a beginning-middle-end story
with conflict and humor), people loved what I had to say, and
requested more information about Comcate’s products.

Tips abound, but here are some keys to my presentation
success:

• Preparation and visualization. Spend at least 50 percent of
the time it will take you to give the presentation for its
preparation. So if you have a one-hour presentation
(sales pitch, speech, meeting), spend at least thirty min-
utes preparing for it. Preparation can mean many things.
Besides the obvious, I find visualization quite useful. Visu-
alize yourself in vivid detail successfully speaking and per-
suading. See yourself in your mind’s eye being successful.

• Enthusiasm. Or as Tom Peters would say, “!!!!!” Emotions
are contagious. If you’re enthusiastic, others in the room
will pick up on the vibe.

• Beyond bullet points. “Good men” go down because of
Microsoft PowerPoint. Read Cliff Atkinson’s Beyond Bullet
Points to learn why images—not those circle dots—are
more effective at communicating your ideas. Anchor 

(Continued)
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meeting and find out who would be coming. In a perfect world,
the first meeting would be the “c-level executive” (city manager),
his or her assistant, and the IT director. The manager’s assistant is
key; he or she makes the follow-up easier.

Second—what is the profile of the prospect? What’s their bud-
get? Have they been in the news lately? What are their pain points?
What are the biographies of the management? Prospects love it
when you’ve done your homework.

Third—what are we going to say? We had done the pitch a mil-
lion times, but we always tried to customize our delivery based on
the audience. We also reviewed who would say what and how we
would introduce each other. Finally, we (tried) to agree on what to
quote as a price. We never developed a standard price list for our
eFM product. The price of the product reflected: (a) the enthusi-
asm expressed by the prospect during the meeting; (b) how opti-
mistic we were feeling about Comcate’s sales prospects; (c) how
influential the city manager or city was in the marketplace (that is,
a cheaper price for a client who might prove to be an opinion
leader); and (d) whether it was cloudy or sunny outside. Many
times it was a crapshoot.

This pricing practice drove us both insane—we had to write
down what we said immediately after leaving a meeting—but we
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each slide in a provocative image and speak to the slide,
don’t include the text. For example, when I want to com-
municate the idea of “low-risk” I include a picture of a girl
jumping into a pool where her mother will catch her. For
“ease of use” I use an image of the Google homepage.

Keep in mind that the presenters who come across as the
most natural and relaxed are the ones who put in the most
energy beforehand. Steve Jobs looks totally at ease on stage
at the Macworld conferences, but according to many Apple
insiders, he obsesses about it for weeks in advance.

Never let yourself (or the audience) down. Take presen-
tations seriously.
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felt that we had no other choice. Each time we sat down and built
a formula-driven Excel price list we never stuck to it because each
case was different and each sale so critical. Given the stage of the
business, we just needed clients to build credibility, so a few thou-
sand dollars wasn’t critical. We were fond of saying, “Look, we’d
hate for the price to get in the way of a deal. Let’s make it happen.”
In the meeting itself, we always smiled when one of us would
launch into the quote and perhaps explain a “special” discount
program or onetime offer. One of us might say a number different
from that to which we agreed in the car, which always led to some
interesting conversations afterward.

>>

One week during a busy July was particularly representative of
Dave’s and my shared journeys. I had arranged two sales pitches
on Monday and three on Tuesday—all in Southern California. We
met at Oakland Airport around 5:30 A.M. on Monday to catch the
early flight down south.

Our first meeting of the week was in the City of Richwater, a
small but wealthy community in the eastern part of L.A. County; a
town nobody’s heard of, a city hall that could be nicer on the eyes,
and a staff that’s not always enthusiastic about new things. This is
what had kept other companies away but what had drawn us in.
Disgruntled and ignored customers offer opportunities for com-
panies that actually care to swoop in and dominate. I had received
an introduction to the city manager, Jeff, which made the contact
“warm” and properly teed up. Unfortunately, we didn’t catch him
on the right day. He had bags under his eyes, pit stains on his shirt,
and a voice that scratched like your first words after waking up,
except for him it was all day. “Hello. Excuse me for one minute,”
Jeff said, leaving the room right after he entered. We waited until
he returned.

He then immediately volunteered the fact that his hearing is
bad so I shouldn’t be afraid to just scream at him (“I get it all the
time”). I was determined not to scream at him, but I did raise my
voice as if I were on a speakerphone. The dynamics of the meet-
ing already seemed forced—as if he had taken the meeting simply
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because his colleague at another city asked him to—and I knew I
faced an uphill battle. He flipped a paper clip in his fingers as we
settled in.

I led off with a story. People respond well to stories. The story
was I founded ComplainandResolve.com and my experience
taught me that some governments were quite good at handling
requests while others weren’t so good. If the audience member
nodded his head after this sentence it was a sign he was engaged
and could see the logical connection between my past and present
work. If he didn’t nod, then he wasn’t engaged and it meant I
needed to ask probing questions earlier than usual. Your connec-
tion on the opening story is pivotal.

Jeff nodded, but without a smile. I debated for a moment
whether this qualified as “engagement.” I continued: “So over the
next eight months I met with city managers, department heads,
elected officials, and retired managers to figure out how they
thought about customer service in local government. From the
focus groups. . . . ”1 And on I went. I put that last sentence in
quotes because it was what I said verbatim. At my best, I rarely had
to think about what words I was saying. Instead I focused on the
questions they had but weren’t asking; I then pulled the appro-
priate stock answer out of one my mental drawers. It didn’t take
long to hear every question that’s ever going to be asked during an
eFeedbackManager pitch—the challenging part was spinning it
slightly to the events of the demo or emphasizing certain parts of
the stock answer based on prospect needs.

Jeff jumped in: “OK. Makes sense. So what’s up now?” He
wanted to send a message that he was short on time. Everyone likes
to show they’re busy.

“Fantastic. So that’s the history. I’ll jump into the demo in a
second but first I want to ask you a couple questions. I appreciate
your time on this, Jeff, and getting a sense as to where you’re at will
make this meeting more effective,” I said. It’s easy, during a sales
pitch, to get rattled by an overanxious or overcritical participant.
I tried to stay loyal to the format of the pitch I knew would be most
effective.

1 When you don’t have many clients to whom you can refer, the next best thing
is to refer to the cities in focus groups.
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“How do you currently think about customer service?” I asked.
“How do different departments handle requests? And what are
some of the priorities set by the city council vis-à-vis customer ser-
vice?” These were probing questions. I think it’s critical, before div-
ing into a demo, to ask a few simple questions. Hopefully, you’ll
know the answer ahead of time, but if you don’t, consider it useful
information. Keeping questions broad may induce the recipient to
talk a little bit, and with some luck you can pick up on that per-
son’s needs or first-impression concerns. Often I’ve found that a
prospect has concerns before you say a single word—and they’re
usually unsubstantiated.

By expressing genuine interest in his work and in his city and
not immediately bombarding him with a hard sales pitch, Jeff
seemed to be opening up. As he talked about council priorities and
existing protocols I scribbled in my notepad furiously while still try-
ing to maintain eye contact. I took notes for our internal record
keeping but also to show him I cared and valued his comments.

“Thanks, Jeff. That’s helpful. Let’s get into the demo.” I had
complete confidence I could engage him as I went through the
demo, screen by screen, pointing out features and illuminating
them with examples. It’s important not to explain too much—after
all, prospects who are interested in the product will want to ask
questions even if they don’t have any. Asking a question lets the
other people in the room know that they’re engaged and allows
them to check their own mental box that they did the proper dili-
gence during the meeting. So I always tried to leave a few obvious
questions out there, only to come back with a kick-ass answer.

“How can an employee reroute the request from the initial
topic the citizen selected?” Jeff asked. It was a good question. I
showed how, after demonstrating the employee panel.

“And what kind of support do you offer on this product?” Jeff
asked.

“Our support people are available 8 A.M. to 5 P.M. every day, and
we provide on-site training and any follow-up training that’s nec-
essary. May I ask why you asked that question?”

“Well, for our financial system we had a bear of a time getting
the vendor out to upgrade the software.”

Ah, perfect. Asking “Why did you ask that question?” after a
question sometimes reveals true gems.
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“That’s a great point, Jeff. Here’s the thing: we don’t work that
way. Our software is hosted by us. Just like you don’t build a power
plant to get electricity, now you don’t need to buy servers and use
IT staff to use software. It’s Web-based and you pay an annual
rental fee. We’re upgrading the software constantly. No more messy
installations and CD-ROMS. We’re pioneering this model of deliv-
ering software.”

He seemed impressed, though he still hadn’t softened his skep-
tical outlook on why we were taking his time.

“I have to say, I’m concerned that putting this on our website
will encourage superfluous complaints. Why would we want to
make it easier for people to complain?”

“That’s a good question. We don’t think that will happen, and
the data from our other clients say that won’t happen. In fact, our
clients have enjoyed giving citizens better access to city hall online.
Say I work during normal business hours; it’s hard to pick up the
phone and call or walk in and submit a service request. Now I can
online. But just in case, Jeff, we’ve built tools to allow you to block
citizens who try to abuse the service. Finally, if you don’t want to
offer the online service, you don’t have to. You can use the prod-
uct on an internal basis only.”

I couldn’t tell whether this answer satisfied Jeff’s question, but
time was short, and you always want to conclude a pitch under the
allotted time, so I moved on. Jeff didn’t ask any more questions.
No more interruptions. He let me conclude the presentation, cir-
cle back to some of his initial questions, and then close by saying,
“We’d be super-excited about partnering with the city. We want to
make this work. We’d love to have you be our anchor client in east
Los Angeles County. I appreciate your time and attention. Now, I’d
love to get some feedback from you on what you’ve seen—what’s
interesting and what may be concerning.”

Jeff bit his lip and studied the screen, even though there wasn’t
much on it. I turned to Dave, who had been quiet most of the
demonstration, and he nodded approvingly of my presentation but
seemed equally nervous about Jeff’s response.

“Hold on a minute,” Jeff said, and then he left the room. What
the hell was going on? Based on his earlier antics and overall dis-
position, I couldn’t interpret this at all!

He returned a minute later with Patricia, his assistant.
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“Pat, look at this, it’s pretty interesting. It’s all about managing
citizen complaints and questions and it generates reports and
accountability triggers to make sure we’re doing a good job. Ben,
sum up what you told me to Pat.”

I guess that 11 A.M. meeting Jeff said he had could wait. I did
the sum-up. Patricia, the assistant, wasn’t going to object in front
of us and the boss. She professed enthusiasm.

“I’ll be honest, Ben, your product blew me away.” His face now
turned into a smile, as if he reserved the smile only for special peo-
ple. “And I would love to pursue this some more. There are many
ways we could use this in Richwater right now. I need to talk with
my department heads and I’ll get back to you. Can you talk to me
about the pricing and implementation?”

All right! But, for someone so intent on not showing his cards,
I was surprised he didn’t ask about pricing when he seemed less
enthused. Had he known how wishy-washy we were on pricing, he
could have gotten a better deal!

“Awesome, I’d love to discuss the investment.” I always tried to
frame “pricing” as an “investment.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Dave look to the ground, so
his face wouldn’t be hit with the thick wads of bullshit I would
release in a matter of seconds.

“We think hard about how to make the eFM investment attrac-
tive for small cities like Richwater. We would like to make Rich-
water an anchor client in this county, and we’d take pride in
having a city as respected as Richwater in our client portfolio. So,
for you, there would be a $5,000 implementation investment and
a $10,000 annual investment. But, given the profile of your city,
we are willing to halve the implementation fee. So, there would
be a $2,500 implementation and $10,000 annual. How does this
sound?”

“Well, it seems reasonable. . . .”
“One of our clients did a survey of employee time allocation

after implementing eFM,” I continued, “and found that an
employee on the front lines is saving twenty to twenty-five minutes
a day responding to requests, fulfilling public records inquiries,
and so forth. When added up across the organization, we feel like
the product will pay for itself.”

“Uh-huh.”
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Brainstorm: Pricing in an 
Early-Stage Company

When I founded Comcate I struggled mightily with how to
price my product. It’s one of the most difficult decisions any
new company makes (and remakes, and remakes).

Your pricing model will depend on the stage of the busi-
ness and the stage of the product or service.

In an early-stage business, acquiring customers (at the risk
of leaving some money on the table) may be more important
than revenue. With real live customers you obtain valuable
feedback, credibility in the eyes of prospective customers, and
“anchor” clients in specific niches of the market. At Comcate,
we heavily discounted our pricing to early clients. We called
them “Charter Clients”—in exchange for the discount, they
understood we had some kinks to work through, and that
their feedback would be essential.

The stage of the product also matters. The early iterations
of our product eFeedbackManager were not robust enough
to prove a strong return on investment. That is, it wasn’t self-
evident that the product could pay for itself through effi-
ciency savings. So, we had to rely on the more abstract benefit
of “improved customer service” and in turn charge less for
the product.

There are several other factors to consider. For example,
you might number-crunch the cost of creating and delivering
your product and then simply charge a premium. You might
offer three versions of your service—a high-end, medium,
and low-end version—and know that most people will select
the medium version. You also will want to account for the
competitive landscape.

The biggest mistake I see start-ups make is underpricing
their product or service and therefore undercutting their prod-
uct’s perceived value. How you price your product affects how
good your product is thought to be. Moreover, in their effort
close a quick deal, a company that heavily discounts on a
whim sets a precedent in the market and all other customers
may want that “one-off” discount.
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“A good next step would be for you and Pat to talk it over, and
then talk to some of the others on the management team. We’re
happy to come back again for a departmental meeting. I’d also like
to set up a conference call with your IT person, so they can be
informed of our conversations.”

“OK. That sounds like a plan. Hey, thanks for coming down. I
wasn’t sure this would be something I’d be into. But I can see why
Doug recommended you visit me. I hope we can do something
with this.”

“Our pleasure. We’re new to this area—are there other inno-
vative, like-minded city managers who we should talk to?”

“Of course.
“Anyone in particular you could recommend?”
“Yeah, I’ll email you some names.”
“I’d appreciate it. Thanks!”
This approach always works to gain new references. I didn’t ask

for a “referral” per se—I simply asked Jeff to compliment a peer,
so then I can go to the peer and say, “Jeff thought you were a really
innovative guy. . . . ”

By the end of the meeting, Dave and I were pumped. We had
converted him from a skeptic to a cautious enthusiast, his secretary
seemed positive, and he offered to refer us to neighboring cities.
I was happy I had pulled off a good performance. An A perfor-
mance. I luckily didn’t fall prey to the typical B sales-guy shtick:
Talk too fast. Get too technical. Marry my bullet points. Be afraid
of silence in the room. Not take a deep breath.

After another positive meeting and conference call with Rich-
water, we moved the probability of closing the deal to 90 percent
(probabilities drove our revenue projections). As it turns out, noth-
ing ever happened with the city, and they inked a deal with a com-
petitor six months later. The competition was fiercer than we
acknowledged, trying anxiously to squish our upsurge in activity.
They offered comparable functionality, aggressive pricing, and
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All these factors make pricing an enormously complex
issue, and paradoxically, one that requires rigorous analysis
and spreadsheeting, on the one hand, and on-the-fly judg-
ment and creativity on the other.
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sometimes practiced unethical behavior (misleading our clients,
posing as prospects to obtain proprietary information). At the
time, though, we didn’t have time to address that thorn in our
side.2 We thought we had Richwater in the bag, and we had to
catch a plane to Sacramento for a client training.

>>

When you’re singularly focused on one effort—like sales—
something else is bound to fall off the radar screen.

Another part of the business had a series of leaks, and the drip-
ping, like Chinese water torture, drove us mad eventually. It was,
of course, the software itself—kind of important when you’re a soft-
ware company, after all. At the time we were still using the same sin-
gle programmer from Bangladesh who did the initial prototype.
He was the cheapest option then, the cheapest option now. Only
now cost wasn’t the sole factor: we needed a reliable system that we
could regularly tweak based on feedback garnered in sales pitches.

When the application started creaking during demos, Dave
and I immediately engaged the part-time efforts of technologist
Edwin Dann, who had been playing a hands-off role on our busi-
ness advisory board—until now. We wanted to transition meat-and-
potatoes work to local engineers and away from Russell. Edwin was
able to do some quick things to keep the product together, but he
offered a stern warning, which I remember receiving during my
lunch period one day at school:3 “As the product has grown from
the toy in your bedroom to an application with one hundred plus
users, Russell has simply added code on top of a weak foundation,
creating a product that’s totally unscalable, filled with holes, and
bound to collapse under its own weight, sooner rather than later.”
I was beginning to feel a knot in the pit of my stomach.

A week later I received a call from Dad in between classes. It
didn’t sound good. Sooner rather than later, indeed.

2 We did, later, when our corporate counsel sent a harshly worded letter to a
chief competitor telling them that at Comcate, we believe it’s more profitable to
be ethical, and that we were saddened they didn’t see it the same way.

3 To one early client I agreed to a service-level standard on tech-support inquiries
that promised a response within four hours. This meant I had to spend much
of my lunch period freshman year doing email.
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>>

“So how did it go?” I asked Dad after moving into cell phone range.
He and Dave had just finished a meeting with the City of Cortango.

“Well, not good.”
Usually he was upbeat even in so-so meetings. Uh-oh.
“After the meeting the IT guy stuck around and asked if he

could play with the application himself. Dave let him. After pok-
ing around, the guy accessed another employee’s records even
though he had logged in as himself,” Dad said.

“Shit,” I muttered. “So what now?” Edwin had warned us we
should have redundant authentication to ensure this didn’t happen.

“Dave tried to do damage control, but the best we could do is
apologize and say we’ll fix it right away. Edwin is on it,” Dad said,
with a sense of disappointment.

“Yeah, it’s not this city that concerns me. It’s this guy telling his
IT peers. We’re screwed.”

“We’ll have to see. The best thing we can do is follow up with
Cortango ASAP and tell them we fixed the hole and then . . . hope
for the best.”4

I got a call from Dave on his cell phone a week later. One of
our clients tipped us off that the Cortango IT director sent an
email to the entire California IT email listserv, which said: “We
received a demonstration a few days ago from Comcate. I identi-
fied a security hole to the representatives from Comcate which was
pretty basic. I was disappointed.” Can you imagine the work we had
cut out for us now that every IT director in the state might have
seen this message? This had become a full-fledged crisis: if city
technology directors associated “security flaw” with Comcate, we’d
have a hard time selling anything.

“I’ll work with Edwin to fix the holes. We’ll put in place pre-
cautions to ensure data integrity. What else do you think we can
do?” Dave said.

“Why don’t we send an email out on the list in response to the
Cortango IT guy and explain the situation?” I said.

“Vendors aren’t on the list. Trust me, if we could, I’d have
done it.”
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4 We did end up fixing the hole and reworking the entire authentication system.
We have never had another problem since.
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“I could draft an email for one of our clients—Bellbeach,
maybe?—and they could send it out as an endorsement of our work.
So long as it’s not too blatant, I’m sure they’d be happy to do it.”

“Maybe. Good idea. Send it to me and I’ll forward onto Bell-
beach. It’s just frustrating we have to deal with this kind of thing.
Probably won’t be the last of our problems until we rebuild the
damn thing.”

The Bellbeach IT director eventually sent out an email endors-
ing our work.

Later that week Dave and I arrived in Rosen City for a new sales
pitch. We agreed to proactively bring up the security brouhaha
since we figured the IT director—Laura—had seen the listserv.
Our strategy was to raise and quell the issue before the manage-
ment team arrived. We didn’t agree on who would bring it up,
though. So there we were, before the meeting making small talk
with just Laura.

“Oh yeah, Agassi was electric this past weekend,” Dave said, dis-
covering a common bond of tennis with the Rosen City IT direc-
tor. “Laura, I played competitive tennis in high school and college
and it amazes me how good these guys are playing even as they’ve
gotten older.”

I couldn’t believe Dave was bullshitting about stuff that didn’t
matter when we agreed we’d raise the security issue before the city
manager entered the room. However, I soon learned that the
direct approach had its own perils.

“Ahem, uh, Laura,” I interrupted, already sounding awkward
and startling Dave. “I wanted to ask you about something before
the meeting starts. A contact of ours forwarded to us a thread on
the listserv about our security. . . . ”

“Who forwarded it to you?” Laura cut me off sharply.
“Um.” I paused. I had already butchered it. What, was I going

to lie to her? “Our client Judy in Bellbeach.”
“Yeah, that’s against the rules of the listserv, but I appreciate

the explanation. I understand you’ve patched the hole. That
should be fine.”

The next day Dave informed me that our Bellbeach client had
been kicked off the listserv for violating privacy rules. So much for
the direct approach.
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Brain Trust: Life Is a Sales Call
BY JEFF PARKER

When I started Technical Data in 1980, I raised a total of $100,000
to start the business. It became cash-flow positive in forty-five days
and was sold six years later for $24 million.

One reason we were successful is that our organizational cul-
ture was focused on sales and marketing from the start. There is
nothing more important in your organization than a great sales and
marketing team. Revenues produce cash, which is the lifeblood of
the organization. Everyone in the organization is important, but no
one in the organization is more important than your salespeople.
Create a sales culture throughout your organization. Get everyone
interested in how sales are going. A sales-oriented company has
momentum, attracts great people, and is an exciting place to work.

Good salespeople have much in common: laser focus, an
emphasis on executing strategy, clear goals, and an understanding
of customer needs.

Although most entrepreneurs realize the importance of sales
to business, some forget its crossover to other life challenges. I
often tell entrepreneurs, “Life’s a sales call.” Every day we have to
persuade someone—maybe our spouse, boss, or professor—on our
idea or plan, no matter how important or how trivial.

The sales techniques and philosophies that Ben and all good
businesspeople employ are fundamental to forging your own life
path and controlling your destiny. There will be many obstacles in
your business and personal life. There will be skeptics and oppo-
nents. Your job is to persuade them to your side, or like a good
salesperson, ignore the bad opportunities and bounce back and
move on. If you have the philosophy that “life’s a sales call,” I think
you will be pleasantly surprised at the results.

Jeff Parker is a trustee emeritus and a presidential councillor at Cornell
University and was Cornell’s 2001 Entrepreneur of the Year. He is a ser-
ial entrepreneur and has founded or cofounded several companies focused
on organizing and delivering information to the corporate and financial
markets.
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I’m a Sophomore: Balancing
Work, School, and Life

A lot of people ask me, “Why don’t you just be a normal
teenager, live a normal life?” says fifteen-year-old Ben
Casnocha, having lunch on a cloudy January afternoon at
a crêpe place in the San Francisco neighborhood he’s lived in
since birth. He speaks in an earnest, articulate baritone, and
his vocabulary is devoid of the “um’s” and “like’s” that riddle
most teenagers’ conversation. His face has already shed its
boyish roundness, and at a sturdy six-foot-three, he’s tall
enough as a sophomore to play center for the vaunted
University High School basketball team. He has a game later
this night, in fact, and he’s dressed in loose-fitting warmup
attire: stylish sweatpants and complementary sweatshirt, high-
top sneakers, and a baseball cap pulled over his wavy blonde
hair. But even with his size and his clean-cut looks, he evinces
a thoughtfulness at odds with the stereotypical high school
jock, and a lack of pretension that sets him apart from most
adolescent intellectuals. “I don’t want to be normal, I want to
be something else,” Casnocha says, his broad, friendly features
curling into a frown. “The emphasis people place on the
classroom,” he grouses, shaking his head. “It doesn’t offer
nearly enough for me.”
SAN FRANCISCO WEEKLY

Most hardworking entrepreneurs must straddle the go-go world of
business and innovation and a personal life. For me, the “work-life
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balance” component of my entrepreneurship involved doing bet-
ter in my academic classes and engaging in the bizarre world
known as high school social life, which meant passing on the reins
of control to our new COO at Comcate. I have older friends whose
marriages were destroyed by their failure to achieve a suitable
work-life balance. Somehow, I thought I would be immune to this
issue. I had no idea this balancing act would make a single year of
high school the most challenging of my life.

>>

I woke up late, so in a rush I just grabbed the backpack that I’d put
down the last day of my freshman year, hopped in the car, and
made the fifteen-minute drive to the University High School cam-
pus to start my sophomore year. I had arrived home late the night
before from a full day with the City of Beverly Hills, a client. An
unusually turbulent Southwest flight home proved a telling begin-
ning to a disjointed sophomore year, as my body entered the struc-
tured walls of school while my mind continued to roam the chaotic
world of the competitive e-government market.

“I hope you all had a restful summer,” the head of school said,
his customary opening on the first day of school, but I almost
missed it, the sirens and lights and honking and cell phone all
blaring in my head, drowning out most of his speech (though the
traffic seemed to subdue when an ambulance—my BlackBerry
vibrating—came racing down Main Street). I was in fifth gear at
Comcate all summer—and it showed. I walked through the hall-
ways of my high school in a disengaged haze. People probably
thought I was high.

After greeting friends I hadn’t seen for weeks, I unwrapped my
new class schedule stuffed in my pants pocket. First up? Western
Civilization: History of the Arts, the brutal interdisciplinary art,
music, and history class. Oh, and why haven’t I bought my text-
books? Gulp.

>>

During my freshman year, I could conduct a couple conference
calls between class periods, exchange fifty to seventy-five emails a
day, do one in-person sales pitch a week in the Bay Area, go to L.A.
once a month on “sick days” for more sales pitches, play basketball
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Brainstorm: Redefining the Entrepreneurial Lifestyle:
Sleep, Nutrition, Exercise

What do you think when you hear of seventy- to eighty-hour
workweeks, cold pizza and Coke every day at mealtimes, caf-
feine, little sleep, and the sacrifice of family, friends, and per-
sonal time, all in the name of business? Silicon Valley has
created a lot of important products and companies, but it has
also destroyed many lives and marriages. A balanced, happy
life can accompany wild success, even if it takes you a while,
as it did for me during my sophomore year of high school.

I believe that three small things are necessary for a suc-
cessful and sustainable entrepreneurial lifestyle:

• Sleep. Overwhelming scientific research shows we need
at least seven to eight hours of sleep each night for peak
performance. Fully rested, my one hour will be more
effective than your three sleep-deprived hours. People
who say they only need three to four hours of sleep have
probably not tried sleeping fully over several days to feel
the difference. I have personally seen the difference in
my own performance when I’m well rested and when I’m
not. Believe me: I get far more done in less time after a
good night’s sleep.

• Nutrition. There’s nothing worse than running to a meet-
ing feeling hungry, or worse yet, trying to catch a flight
with no time for dinner. Schedule time for meals. Travel
with a healthy supply of energy bars. Also, eating break-
fast has been proven time after time to be essential for
top performance all day long. Don’t skip it! And beware
of those business dinners. It’s easy to splurge on a fat
steak, baked potato with the works, and a big bottle of
wine (or soda), because you think you’ve earned it. And
while you probably have, your waistline will soon reflect
the impact of too many over-the-top business dinners.
Don’t change your eating habits when you’re on the
road—try to stick to your normal diet regardless of
the situation.
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year-round, read books for pleasure, get seven hours of sleep a
night, and still do OK academically.

That schedule no longer worked, however, in my sophomore
year. I was facing college-level courses, and my balancing act was
failing miserably. I endured a string of steady C’s on Western Civ
tests before I woke up: I will have to seriously refocus on school if I want
to do halfway decent. This is not a dream, I told myself—50 percent of
my waking hours have just been wrested away by the school for the next nine
months.

When a juggler drops a ball, she will come to this kind of
realization—in all its naked truth—and try to hose it off, spin it,
subjugate it as temporary. When the real answer to the question I
received more than any other (“How do you balance school and
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• Exercise. I work out one hour a day, six days a week. I
immediately feel the downer when I go a few days with
no treadmill or weights. Many moderately successful,
mildly interesting entrepreneurs work long hours and
swear they have no time to get to a gym. But the very best
people in the business world, I have found, always find
time to get their one hour in. If they can find time for it,
so can you. Again, when you’re on the road, you’ve got
to find ways to keep your exercise routine intact. Book
hotels with a good gym, or ones that offer temporary
memberships in a local full-service gym. Or book yourself
downtown and do some serious walking or running
before or after your meetings. The key is to plan ahead,
and to make exercise a priority in your life.

I knew I had to redefine my entrepreneurial lifestyle when,
for a period of several months during the height of my
Comcate/school balancing act, the muscle below my right eye-
brow would twitch involuntarily several times an hour. This kind
of tic is a common sign of stress. After starting a meditation rou-
tine and focusing on de-stressing, the twitch disappeared.

Don’t wait for your twitch to start. Do a personal reboot
and develop sustainable habits.
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work?”) was not what I’d been telling people (“I make it work”),
the disconnect was jarring. This kind of disconnect prompts peo-
ple like me to try to partition reality into my different jobs: family,
work, hobbies, and so forth.

As is usually the case, it takes someone other than yourself to
turn the lights on and wake you up to your life imbalance. (See
why advisors and mentors are so important?!)

>>

I received an email from our academic dean. He wanted to see me
“in his office.” So removed was I from my abysmal academic per-
formance, I actually thought he wanted to have another BS session
about education theory and academic life, a type of conversation
I’d had with him on numerous previous occasions. However, this
time we didn’t chat about theory. We instead dwelled on the reality
that my GPA had earned me the undistinguished honor of being
on the school’s “academic watch list.”

“Ben, how are you doing on your schoolwork?” the dean said.
He knew the answer. I was there for a reason!

“Well, not so good,” I said. “Have you seen my grades?”
The dean was a little taken aback. Most students in this posi-

tion are probably somber. I was straightforward and casual, for bet-
ter or worse.

“Why aren’t you doing so well? Is it because of your website?”
I took this as a cue to explain exactly what Comcate was

doing—I had told almost no teachers or administrators at the
school. People with only a vague understanding of what I was
working on sometimes referred to my “project” as a website. A
website is different from a software company. People not familiar
with a specific career often have trouble assessing its difficulty. I
have no idea what it takes to invent, perform, and analyze a com-
plex physics experiment. Nor do I know how difficult it is to be a
teacher. Likewise, people not in business don’t know how hard it
is to start and run a business. I wasn’t asking for the dean to tell
me what an amazing company Comcate was or offer praise for my
work. I just wanted him to appreciate the effort I was putting into
it as something more than teenage Web design, and acknowledge
that as an outsider it’s hard to fully appreciate something you
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know little about. This urge to be appreciated for effort, even in
the smallest ways, seems fundamental to human desires (or at least
my own).

So I told the dean the Comcate story: how it got started, where
I was spending my time, the things I was thinking about. I rambled
uninterrupted for ten minutes. He nodded and offered many “uh-
huhs” and “OKs.” Then there was a long pause.

“Wow, this is quite the unusual case. I’m impressed. You’ve
done a lot.”

I smiled, hopeful. “But,” I continued, “I do want to do a little
better in these classes. I am studying for the tests and all, but just
not, I guess, comprehending enough of the material.” This was
true—I was putting in effort.

“I think you’re intelligent enough to do fine on the tests, but
you are distracted. You may be spending the time, but your mind
is elsewhere.”

“Uh-huh.”
“You know, there are things my office does to help students

who are struggling academically. Beyond tutoring, we test students
for learning disabilities. I’d be fascinated to see the results if you
took one of these tests. If math has been a constant struggle, which
according to your grades it has been, and if you are studying for
integrated science tests but retaining little, then a learning test
could reveal how you process information best and how you
process it worst. Your studying habits may involve things that play
to your weaknesses. My guess is that a test like this will reveal very
strong capabilities in certain functions. The question is where are
the deficient parts of your learning process.”

Learning disabilities? The dean continued.
“Think about it. Let’s talk again soon. In the meantime, I’m

going to put you on fortnightlies.”
I gave a confused stare.
“Your advisor is going to call your parents once every two weeks

with an update on your grades. Your teachers will write brief sum-
maries for your advisor, which she will in turn interpret and com-
municate to your parents. Nothing too formal or anything to be
concerned about, but we do this when we want parents to know
the academic status of their kids. No surprises is our goal.”
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“Yeah, I suppose I understand.”
I wasn’t thrilled about this. I didn’t like a larger eye on my

school activities. My parents, for their part, knew about my aca-
demic struggles and weren’t locking me in my room. I kept them
vaguely abreast of my grades as they trickled in. When I didn’t tell
them it wasn’t because I tried to conceal anything, it simply wasn’t
top of mind. They wished I would do better.

>>

Why was I doing so poorly in my academic classes despite studying
for tests and increasing my effort?

The first reason, the dean and I concluded, had to do with my
foundation. Trying to “turn it on” midway through the year in rig-
orous courses that evolve on prior material never works (this can
be said for learning anything). The second reason had to do with
focus: my intellectual energies were often a million miles away. The
moment something doesn’t interest me I start thinking about
things that do. Sometimes this is beneficial (it keeps my antenna
to the world sharp); other times it carries me too far away from the
task at hand. For easily excitable entrepreneurs, focus can be an
elusive asset.

All the meetings and theorizing didn’t change the end result
much. I finished my sophomore year with a C– in math and sci-
ence. In the science class, College-Level Biology and Chemistry, I
entered the final exam with a C– average. I failed the final. I still
got a C–, the lowest passing grade you can get without having to
retake the class. I attribute this miracle to a letter I wrote to my sci-
ence teacher, better known as a professional way of begging her
not to fail me.

>>

Looking back on my academic struggles, I find solace in the his-
tory books. A lot of the world’s greatest doers—preeminent
thinkers in their field—recall school as a formal distraction.
“Gifted” kids also flounder within the constraints of a normal class-
room. Some people have told me that I am gifted, but I don’t think
I’m gifted like the children who start reading at the age of two or
the students who find the dust patterns on the ceiling more inter-
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esting than the history lecture. I am gifted just as everyone is
gifted—I have certain talents, certain gifts. Everyone has strong
suits; some are just more visible than others. Some find those gifts
early in life, some later on. The important thing to remember is
we all have them, and for some of us they’re gifts particularly well-
suited to childhood precociousness (that is, an ability to learn and
memorize information and then practice a lot to become a
prodigy) or to adult precociousness (that is, high-quality doing,
hard work, persistence, and other intangible factors).

As for me, my gift endowments seem more fit for the rough-
and-tumble real world than the traditionally academic, and I’m not
one of the lucky few who can be precocious both ways.

>>

Ratcheting up my academic performance meant I had to ratchet
down my Comcate involvement. As any founder of a company
knows, there is a difference between symbolically passing on the
reins to a new CEO and really passing them on. You know you have
literally passed the reins when the majority of decisions are being
made without your knowledge. The relinquishment of control
taught me valuable lessons about how to function like a board
member instead of a CEO. I would ask Dave for updates on things,
but never to a level of detail where it would seem like I was being a
nuisance. I challenged Dave on ideas even when I didn’t agree with
myself, because if both of us are in agreement then one of us is
redundant. He started winning more of the arguments because his
domain expertise and recent time in the field eclipsed mine. In
short, he was still putting in forty hours a week and my time com-
mitment had dropped. Not being the hardest worker anymore—
that hurt.

Our change in roles didn’t preclude debate.
“We need to decide whether the trade show in Nevada is worth

it,” Dave said one Saturday morning, a regular time when we’d chat.
“Details?”
He filled me in. Conference fees, booth, travel, meals, and so

on. It totaled to around $5K.
“That’s not too bad,” I said. “But we really need to watch the

wallet. I’d pass.”
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Brainstorm: Being a Corporate Athlete
I believe time management is important to make each day
rewarding and productive. But instead of focusing on how I
can save a minute here, a minute there, I think about a dif-
ferent metric: energy. In The Power of Full Engagement, Jim
Loehr and Tony Schwartz describe their “corporate athlete”
system, which guides my life:

• Objective. Perform in the storm. Build the necessary
capacity to sustain high performance in the face of
increasing demand.

• Central conclusion. Energy is the fundamental currency of
high performance. Capacity is a function of one’s ability
to expend and recover energy. Every thought, feeling,
and action has an energy consequence. Energy is the
most important individual and organizational resource.

Schwartz and Loehr discuss four dimensions of energy:
physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual. I realized I was
fully engaged physically and mentally, but not as much emo-
tionally and spiritually. Like a weightlifter who will raise the
weights slowly but surely, we must always push beyond our
limits. For me, this meant exploring new kinds of relation-
ships (emotional dimension) and rethinking my “spiritual”
sense of being . . . which is admittedly vague!

Athletes also have an off-season. Periodic recovery time—
disengagement—is essential to becoming more engaged in
day-to-day life. This can take the form of a weeklong vacation,
or simply just some disengaged time budgeted on a daily
basis.

How do I manage and increase my energy? First, I focus
on awareness. Am I aware of my energy level rising and drop-
ping? Can I attribute my effectiveness to my energy level? Sec-
ond, I focus on my physical dimension. Did I exercise today?
Am I eating well? For me, everything flows from the physical.
Third, I ponder whether high-energy interactions are worth
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“I think it’s pretty reasonable, actually. We can get in front of
most of the innovative city managers in the West.”

“Yeah,” I responded, “but what’s our experience been at simi-
larly sized conferences?”

“Well, think of it this way: at the California Code Enforcement
(CCE) conference we paid $4,500 and got two new clients out it,
which more than pays for that cost.”

“But it’s hard to tell exactly how those clients were obtained.
Did we really hit them via cold call or email and the conference
was a reminder? Was it really something after the conference that
got their attention? It’s hard to pin down the exact source of a new
customer,” I said.

“Yep, but again, for Montella we had no contact with them
prior to CCE. Six months later, contract signed.”

“Yeah. But what are our goals for the year? I agree signing Mon-
tella was a good investment, but haven’t we conceded that the con-
ference model isn’t scalable in the long term? Are we really going
to barnstorm the country attending dinky trade show after dinky
trade show?”

We talked for ten more minutes, clarifying the year’s strategy.
We didn’t end up going to this conference, but debates like this
raged on throughout the year in a good way. Just as forests need
wildfires to stay healthy, so too do small companies.

The nature of my chats with Dave changed based on my
reduced role, though what they required of me stayed constant:
focus, intelligence, and uninhibited passion for the topic at hand.
All this came naturally to me. It was easier to talk to him than to
certain friends or teachers at school. We spoke the same language.
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it. A one-hour in-person interaction with someone takes a lot
more energy than one hour doing email. Finally, I discover
and practice activities that renew my energy supply. For me
this includes exercise, meditation, and reading.

High-energy days have now become the norm, and I can
immediately feel the decrease in productivity and pleasure
when the corporate athlete in me sits on the bench.
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>>

Comcate and homework weren’t the only things on my mind that
busy sophomore year.

I also faced the monster that cripples the self-esteem of many
girls and layers a thick coat of cynicism on guys: high school social
life. In other words, what happens when you stew hormonal ado-
lescents in a big city. As an experiment, it’s fascinating. For this rea-
son, I often tried to play armchair sociologist when I could, but in
the end I couldn’t avoid the reality that I was just another roasted
carrot in a feast of Corona, condoms, and confusion.

To succeed socially in high school I had to adjust my habits. I
couldn’t be “me” all the time. Even though friendships with teens
preceded my splash into the adult world, adults and their style of liv-
ing had become the dominant force in my life. Over the summers
and during freshman year, while founding Comcate, I found inside
of me an approach to living that was shared by my adult friends: seri-
ous, intellectual engagement with the world counterweighted by not
taking myself or my experiences too seriously. But even in an intel-
lectual and prestigious high school like the one I attended, this “me”
did not always grease strong relationships with my school peers.

I endeavored to try to adapt myself to the traditional high
school social scene so I could form stronger friendships—after all,
I found most of my peers smart and funny. How could I strike a
balance between my natural, more traditionally adult inclinations
and those of my teenage friends?

To figure this out I followed my own advice as stated in the ear-
lier sidebar on finding your passion (see Chapter Two): I explored
the unknown. I went to some high school house parties, where
alcohol and marijuana run the show, girl-on-girl hookups enter-
tain, and, at the amusement of my African-American friends,
ghetto chivalry turns white boys into Sean John–toting G’s from
the hood. Serious conversation is shunned in the pursuit of the
hookup—hedonism and intellectual masturbation rarely make
good bed partners, I learned. I went to school dances, where we
all start with a common vision of an MTV music video but then
splinter in a million directions, our lack of athleticism and beauty
shredding any synchronized movement. It was an enlightening, if
somewhat depressing, experience.
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>>

I never dated anyone in high school, nor did most of my classmates.
The one-off hookup—think microwavable TV dinners—is the new
trend. My business activities didn’t seem to help my romantic life;
if anything, I think they contributed to a sense of intimidation (or
as one female friend put it, “Ben’s impenetrable outer shell”).

I focused instead on building strong relationships with my guy
friends by being clear in my own mind about how I would agree or
disagree with them on issues such as drinking and drugs, two com-
mon activities in high school. Instead of denying a drinking-and-
drugs reality that I found a little unpleasant, I staked out new ground
on which we could base our relationships. Most of my close friends
played with me on the basketball team, a commitment that forced
us to spend a lot of time together, revealing common intellectual
interests, shared humor, and a general spirit of happiness about the
world—and even some lightweight partying on the weekends.

Whereas during freshman year my Comcate schedule raged
uncontrollably, by sophomore year I owned more hours and tried
to redirect them to building friendships with my age-similar peers
at school. I wasn’t totally successful. Maybe this is a good thing,
since, as you may have already guessed, I found high school social
life “broke” on several levels, and as Indian spiritualist Jiddu Krish-
namurti once said, “It is no measure of good health to be well-
adjusted to a profoundly sick society.” This doesn’t mean I did not
form wonderful friendships—I did, and I thrived off our fellowship.

My sojourn into adolescent social life also taught me what my
“personal life” needs are. And this, in my experience, is an impor-
tant realization that all work-driven entrepreneur types need to
have: instead of simply defaulting to bars and drinking buddies on
one extreme, or the socialite life of the opera at the other extreme,
figure out what activities and people allow you to recharge and
enjoy yourself.

>>

In his landmark book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Uni-
versity of Chicago sociologist Erving Goffman uses the metaphor
of a theatrical performance to argue that each person in every-
day social interactions presents himself or herself in a calculated
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fashion, working to control the impressions of others like an actor
who presents a character to an audience. We employ different
“masks” depending on the situation; indeed, our behavior in social
situations, Goffman argues, is largely dependent on who’s around.

Throughout my sophomore year I experimented with differ-
ent masks. In business with adults, the appropriate mask seemed
close to my instinctual self. I would layer my vocabulary and
appearance with professionalism, politeness, and intensity. In
school with teenagers, the appropriate mask—if I wanted to be
engaged, friendly, social—was different. Not professionalism, slick-
ness. Not “I look forward to picking you up tomorrow morning,”
but “I’ll swoop you tomorrow A.M.” Being “chill” trumped all. The
prop change wasn’t a simple swap. The teen setting required the
same category of skills, only of different gradations. Pick the wrong
shade and your voice cracked. You’re supposed to be polite to
teachers and peers, yet too polite and you’re side-brushed as a suck-
up, a pushover, a brown-noser. You’re supposed to be funny, except
when you become too obnoxious. You’re supposed to be academic
and get straight A’s but also be “ghetto” and loose. You’re supposed
to treat girls as equals and not objectify them as sex objects, but
also confirm your own heterosexuality through silent catcalls at
someone who just walked by. There’s even another teen mask for
those weekend drinking parties, where you’re supposed to morph
into a wild-and-crazy drunk dude after just a few sips.

Every high schooler wades through these unforgiving waters,
kicking fervently to find a balance among all this sociological
nuance. But most high schoolers are also placed in the right sea at
the outset; they just need to figure out how to swim north. For me,
though, it took effort to even find the sea. How do I reimmerse
myself in the highly self-conscious environment of a high school
cafeteria after finishing a conference call with a client on the cell
phone outside? On the conference call, or in any business meet-
ing, professional and personal aren’t mixed. It’s a one-dimensional
interaction predicated first and foremost on the exchange of ideas
rather than personal appearance, social plans, or dating history.

>>

What resulted from my hourly negotiations between these two very
different realities? Well, I wrestled on the right mask for school
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about half the time. When I screwed up—when my nomenclature
didn’t match the social situation, when someone would spot me
on a cell phone, when I would try to at once indulge and analyze
weekend hedonism, when I would be pecking away at my Black-
Berry in a class—my school friends just ignored me. They never
asked about any business meetings. I liked it this way. They liked it
this way. I’m lucky. Because until I could pull off the balancing act
fluidly and successfully in each dimension, it was nice for us all—
me, my school friends, and adult business colleagues—to believe
in the illusion that I was just one of them. Looking back, I’m not
entirely sure which one of them I really was.

Brain Trust: A Life That Works
BY CHRIS YEH

Entrepreneurship has long been synonymous with long hours and
tunnel vision. Reporters delight in noting when the unimaginably
wealthy still keep a sleeping bag in the office for pulling all-nighters
(Dave Filo of Yahoo) or work fourteen-hour days (Marissa Mayer of
Google). But what happens when the culture of workaholism meets
the expectations the millennial generation has for work-life balance?

MetLife’s employee benefits survey found that for this genera-
tion, work-life balance is now the most important consideration in
career choices, outstripping the opportunity for financial growth
and advancement. If balancing a normal career and outside life
requires reaching deep into your bank account of effort and
energy, balancing the entrepreneurial life involves emptying that
account, taking out a second mortgage, and then borrowing an
extra $50K from a guy named Fat Tony. How are you supposed to
do it?

Fortunately, there’s already one group of people who’ve had
to deal with these issues: parents. And the techniques we’ve
adopted might just help everyone (yes, even Ben) improve their
work-life balance. Here are some tricks of the daddy trade that can
help you balance your life.

• Multitask. Whether it’s bringing your computer into your son’s
room and lulling him to sleep with the gentle clacking of the
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keyboard, or making business calls from the beach in Cabo,
a willingness to incorporate work into leisure and vice versa
allows you to double-book without cheating either.

• Compartmentalize. When you’re not explicitly multitasking,
compartmentalize. Establish that every day includes periods
for work and periods for your personal life, and keep those
two buckets sacred. This will also force you to focus on your
top priorities in each category, rather than allowing a single
area to run away with your life.

• Find meaning. Find meaning in your work and your passions,
rather than seeking it in golf or other hobbies. There just isn’t
much room for frivolity when you’re committed to a twenty-
eight-hour schedule in a twenty-four-hour day. But that doesn’t
mean you can’t recharge your batteries. Your work and per-
sonal life should be rewarding enough that you don’t need
to sneak off to the golf course or a bar to derive enjoyment.

Chris Yeh is an entrepreneur and writer. He’s also father to a four-year-old
son and two-year-old daughter. In addition to starting companies, advis-
ing entrepreneurs, and raising a family, he is working on a book about bal-
ancing fatherhood and the fast track.
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A Silicon Valley Life:
Building Me, Inc.

You are the storyteller of your own life, and you can create
your own legend or not.
ISABEL ALLENDE

By stepping back from Comcate, I lost touch with the day-to-day
details of the business and instead had two conversations a week
with Dave, when we discussed strategy, marketing, and product
development. It was a refreshing role change that I took in stride,
especially since Comcate continued to grow under the new hires.

With newfound time, I focused more on assigned homework
and studying. I also was named captain of the varsity basketball
team, the culmination of my lifelong commitment to the sport,
and it offered interesting leadership challenges of a sort not found
in the boardroom. And I wrote for the school newspaper, and ulti-
mately edited it, offering yet another set of leadership challenges
that were rewarding in different ways than the basketball court or
business. I realized that while the singular focus on starting a com-
pany is exciting in its own ways, diversifying your energies can be
equally (if not more) stimulating.

>>

Despite additional school commitments I still kept a hand in
broader Silicon Valley life. I met people of all backgrounds, even
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if they knew nothing about local government. I went to events on
education, science, technology, and journalism.

What I was really doing, it seems to me, in this broad engage-
ment with the local community, was creating and projecting a per-
sonal brand. I started living my life out loud. Many in the industry
knew me for founding Comcate. But I wanted to be known for who
I was more than for what I had done. My activities in Silicon Valley
life fell into three categories: networking, philanthropy, and media.

Networking

As an entrepreneur flipped through some PowerPoint slides dur-
ing a presentation to a group of angel investors at the Keiretsu
Forum in San Francisco, my friend Carl Johnston—a sixty-some-
thing successful real estate investor—leaned over and whispered
in my ear, “Give me one of your business cards.”

I did. Carl scribbled a name and phone number on the back
of my card.

“Call this man.”
“Who is he?” I whispered back.
“He’s a billionaire. You need to know him. Trust me.”
And so goes one morning before school (7:30 A.M.) at an exclu-

sive angel investment club that evaluates potential deals as a group
over breakfast. By participating in a few of the meetings as a guest,
I gained exposure to a range of businesses seeking investment.
More important, though, I could mingle and meet the members,
who tended to be between thirty-five and fifty years old, wealthy,
and full of high-caliber ideas. It took a long time to get there,
though.

That’s because in many of my “networking” activities—that is, a
concerted effort to meet new people, find out how we can help
each other, and then stay connected over the years—I happily sub-
mitted to the laws of randomness. To wit, I did not set out with a
goal to attend the San Francisco meeting of Keiretsu Forum.
Instead, one day before basketball practice at school I engaged in
small chitchat with an assistant coach, Max Shapiro, who is now a
friend. I learned of his involvement with this organization. He
invited me to a casual dinner in Marin County the following week.
At that dinner I met another friend, Tim Taylor, who was also
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tapped into Keiretsu. The following two days I spent a couple
hours with Tim. These members put in a good word and I got
invited to the larger Keiretsu Forum meeting in the South Bay. At
the South Bay meeting I met another friend, Carl Wescott. Several
weeks later Carl introduced me to his friend Colin Wiel. I had cof-
fee with Colin and stayed in touch. A couple months after that
coffee Colin invited me to the inaugural Keiretsu meeting in San
Francisco. Seven months had passed from the time I met my bas-
ketball coach, one innocent moment before practice, to the time
I sat happily in San Francisco, munching a bear claw and observ-
ing the entrepreneurs’ pitches.

Why do I devote time and energy to meeting people? Two rea-
sons. It’s fun and it’s important. It’s fun because people’s lives are
interesting. I’m fascinated by my friend who started his career
climbing telephone poles and now is running a software company.
I’m impressed by my friend whose father encouraged her to sell
her body, but instead of listening to him she emigrated out of
Southeast Asia to San Francisco to pursue her entrepreneurial
dreams. And it’s important because relationships drive business.
Most successful people I know didn’t get to the top just by outper-
forming their peers, they also outconnected their peers.

Once connected, most entrepreneurs are always looking to
help each other out. I make introductions as often as I can—some-
times several times a week—if I feel that two people would benefit
from knowing each other. I keep an eye out for interesting articles
and events and forward them to particular people. Looking out for
others in daily interactions goes a long way.

>>

As a young person with much to learn, I also was on the receiving
end of these kinds of introductions. I sought out mentors and suc-
cessful adults. I asked them questions. I took them out to lunch. I
sent them articles and asked what they thought. My relationships
with people in business, foreign affairs, journalism, and education
taught me a tremendous amount about the world.

My “great leaps” in learning felt like when the players dump a
huge Gatorade cooler on the coach at a football game. There were
times when I would spend the whole game blabbing into my head-
set, and then someone like entrepreneur Chris Yeh would come
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Brainstorm: Networking 101
The most frequent question young “networkers-in-training”
ask me is, “Why would John Doe want to know me? What can
I give to him?” It’s a fair concern—after all, you cannot sim-
ply email somebody you want to know and say, “Hi, I’d like to
start a conversation with you.” You need a basis for forming a
relationship. If you’re a young person who’s ready to “start
networking,” here are some steps you should follow:

1. Know yourself. Before getting to know others, you have to
know yourself: what interests you, what your strengths and
weaknesses, likes and dislikes are, and your existing com-
mitments and schedule.

2. Set goals. You will only be able to meet a tiny fraction of
the world’s population. What kinds of people do you want
to know? For what purpose? A long-term mentoring rela-
tionship? A new job? A new best friend? Industry-specific
advice for your company? Defined goals change your tac-
tics. There’s an adage, “You have to develop the network
before you need it.” That is, you can’t start building a net-
work when you have a short-term need (such as a summer
internship)—it’s too late. Your networking goals should
be long-term.

3. Do research. If you really want to develop a relationship
with a prominent political journalist, for example, what
is your value-added going to be to him or her? You need
to acquire knowledge and/or experiences relevant to this
person. If you want to meet political journalists you bet-
ter be reading a lot of political journalism!

4. Develop a platform. Do you write for the student paper?
Write a blog? Run a club or discussion group? Do you
have a platform on which you spread ideas? If so, this
gives a good excuse for an initial contact (“I’d like to write
an article about you”). It also gives you more credibility.
If you’re a young person, a platform you already have is
access to and influence within the youth demographic.
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out of nowhere and pour a big bucket of icy common sense over
my head. It hurt—the ice like cold, hard truth sliding down my
naked body, like those early moments in the shower before the
warm water comes—but it woke me up and sharpened my frame
of mind almost immediately, and I came to appreciate it.

Mentors I initially met via a common bond in business I now
know best through our shared pursuit of other disciplines. I always
wondered if my readings and interests in topics such as religion,
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Adults want to talk to young leaders. This can be an effec-
tive angle when networking with older people.

5. Think about the food chain. If you’re just starting out, is it
smart to reach out to the editor-in-chief of the New Repub-
lic? No, it’s probably better to start with a lower-ranking
writer or editor who, if you get to know her, could intro-
duce you to her superiors. Be realistic.

6. Be self-assured. It can be nerve-racking, but you need to
muster the courage to reach out to people who are prob-
ably smarter and more experienced than you. If you
believe that you are interesting and act that way, smart
strangers will enjoy getting to know you.

7. Assess your current network. At a minimum, your network of
contacts includes your social friends, your parents, your
parents’ friends, your teachers, and any other person—
young or old—you have some relationship with.

8. Start “networking.” Enough planning, it’s time to begin! Work
within your existing network. Ask each person on your exist-
ing contact list to open one door to another person for you.
Then start reaching out to new people by introducing your-
self and asking for something (a phone call? a meeting?
feedback?). Be organized about it and don’t take one “no”
for an answer. Use your youth to your advantage!

Ultimately, forming and maintaining a large network
requires time and energy. Like any investment, sometimes the
payoff isn’t at first evident. There are no shortcuts. Is it worth
it to you? I say, learn to love it!
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Brainstorm: Networking 202
“Your network is your economy,” Carl Wescott, an accom-
plished entrepreneur and investor, once told me. Once you
have developed a network of relationships, your challenges
evolve.

What should highly networked individuals focus on? How
does someone go from being merely networked to being an
“uber-connector?”

• Authenticity. Do you enjoy meeting new people? Do you
find people’s lives interesting? Do you find pleasure in
social interactions? If you want to take your network
to the next level, you need to truly enjoy relationship-
building. It can’t just be for the ends. You must love
the means.

• The “what you know” is important. The cliché “It’s not what
you know, it’s who you know” is true, to an extent. But as
Auren Hoffman, CEO of Rapleaf, told me once, the what
you know is important, too. Super-connectors become
perceived “experts” in something. For example, I know
some things about business and some things about edu-
cation and young people. I’m an expert in neither, but to
my business friends I’m their expert on youth issues and
to my school friends I’m their expert on business. Know-
ing a little about a lot of topics can produce a powerful
expert effect that makes you indispensable to your net-
work. If you’re interested in a nonbusiness topic, try div-
ing deep into it and then availing yourself of that
knowledge to your business peers. You might just become
their expert on the matter.

• Weak ties versus strong ties. People often struggle between
having many weak ties or a few strong ties. A “weak tie”
usually means an email-only relationship or someone
you’ve met once or twice with little real connection or
reason to talk regularly. A “strong tie” is someone you
would recommend to somebody else. If you don’t know
someone well enough to recommend her, she’s a weak tie.
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philosophy, neuroscience, politics, and culture would help me in
the business world.1 What I learned through my voracious net-
working is that people are sick of the same old small talk and of
the off-the-shelf, shrink-wrapped business discussions. They want
intellectual stimulation. They want conversations outside the norm.
My friends and I shared a sense of insatiable curiosity about the
world, about what was happening, about other people we knew,
about new articles and books and companies.

>>

As my footprint in Silicon Valley enlarged and my relationships
grew more interconnected—when your friends know each other,
it takes less time to maintain the network—I did more speaking
and organizing. I spoke at conferences such as the Always-On Inno-
vation Summit at Stanford and the Churchill Club Conference on

1 An October 30, 2006, Fortune article by Jia Lynn Yang and Jerry Useem sug-
gested that multiple hobbies can improve performance in everything you do.
“The more varied our skills, the more varied the neural pathways in use. . . .
Embrace the irrelevant,” the article says.
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You need to have both kinds of relationships. Weak ties
are comparatively less time-consuming and can provide
help at unexpected moments.

• Maintenance. Connectors are excellent at staying in
touch. Here are three maintenance tips:
Set up an email newsletter to stay in touch with your con-

tacts. I call mine The Casnocha Beat and send it out
once a month.

Send a snail mail postcard once a quarter via USPS.com
(or any other service) to your network with a brief
update. I once did this and wrote a short haiku (“Yay
Summer Has Come/Business, Reading, Deep Thinking/
Time to Change the World”).

Commit to making a few introductions a month between
people in your network. Try to send a couple relevant
articles a week to friends who could find them interest-
ing. This outreach helps strengthen bonds.
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Brainstorm: Every Cold Call Can Be Warm—
Rich First-Time Interactions

I get a couple requests a week from strangers asking me to
take some action (look at something and give feedback,
talk on the phone, meet for coffee). It’s astonishing the var-
ied quality of such cold calls. With the internet there is an
abundance of material that can make a cold call more
meaningful.

So, I hardly ever agree to talk to someone random who
says, “Hey Ben, read your blog, wanna talk on the phone this
week?” On the other hand, I do like talking to people who
provide more color. Something like, “Hey Ben, I’ve been
reading your blog. I share your views on religion and self-
improvement. I don’t agree with you on X, but would love to
talk about it sometime. Here’s some background on who I
am. We also both know Joe Schmoe.”

I still sometimes write cold-call emails to people I want to
meet and always try to show that I have looked them up and
do see real reasons why we should talk. Perhaps similar inter-
ests. Common friends. Common career path. Common read-
ing list. Whatever.

Here’s an excerpt from the cold-call email I sent to the
author of the foreword of this book, Marc Benioff:

I am contacting you hoping that we can meet in person
for lunch after I realized how much we had in common:

•  I read that you started Liberty Software when you
were 16; I am 15 years old and a sophomore at
University High School and founded Comcate, Inc.
when I was 14.
•  You have received substantial press coverage as well as
multiple entrepreneur awards and listings; Comcate has
been featured in hundreds of media outlets and I was
recently honored to be named in France among the “25
Who Are Changing the World of Internet and Politics.”
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Leadership. I participated in World Affairs Council events. I
cofounded the Silicon Valley Junto, a quarterly intellectual discus-
sion group for high-powered entrepreneurs and venture capital-
ists. I moderated a discussion on microfinance and philanthropy
at the Silicon Forum, a prestigious lunch gathering for business
executives. Although none of these activities directly benefited
Comcate in the way my sales calls did a year earlier, I felt these
more general contacts in business and life would help me think
about Comcate at a strategic level, could provide funding connec-
tions for the company when we needed them, and, of course,
they’d be cool people to know in life after Comcate.

Philanthropy

Even if entrepreneurs just wanted to make money, their profit-
driven activities would do enormous good for the world. Fortunately,
most entrepreneurs don’t stop just at the dollar sign. Although out-
siders seem to view raging capitalists as greedy and heartless, Silicon
Valley (and other entrepreneurial ecosystems) also promotes a cul-
ture of pure philanthropy, too. Launch parties, IPO announcements,
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•  You spoke at the Always-On Conference over the
summer; I spoke at the Always-On Conference on the
panel on digital music.
•  You have the SalesForce.com Foundation; I have the
Comcate Foundation for Teen Entrepreneurship. We’re
both interested in philanthropy.
•  Comcate uses SalesForce.com Team Edition. I have
feedback for you.
•  You’re a successful entrepreneur, you have feedback
and advice for me.

I tried to show I’d done my homework. It worked.
There’s no excuse not to make a first-time interac-

tion rich. With blogs and Google, every cold call can
be warm.
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and Web 2.0 conferences may headline the newspapers, but the
Valley also plays home to books titled The Business of Changing the
World, meetings on social entrepreneurship, and email strings on
Third World poverty.

I tried to get involved in this scene as much as I could. I didn’t
have the money to make big contributions, so I contributed intel-
lectually to issues I cared about. I started with a cause I could per-
sonally relate to—entrepreneurship.

One time I was asked to speak at a business camp for young
people. At the end of their camp, I sat on a panel to judge the stu-
dents’ business plans. The students’ parents came too. Afterward
one of the parents approached me and said, “You have been a
huge inspiration to my son.” Thanks, I said. But then she added,
“You changed his life.” This really got me; I had never been told
that before. Some say to change the world you need only change
the life of a single person. I just smiled back at the mom, afraid any
words I could utter would destroy the raw emotion of happiness
shooting throughout my body. Philanthropy makes you feel good.

Why was I so moved? A future where young people are
equipped with the entrepreneurial worldview is a future that’s
bound to be more creative, revolutionary, and conflict-free. There’s
never been a better time to be alive, and I’m ceaselessly optimistic
about the future. That said, the world has problems, and if more
people can engage in philanthropy in an entrepreneurial way, we
have a better chance of solving those problems. After taking a com-
puter-repair class in sixth grade, I was fortunate enough to have a
teacher tell me, “Ben, if you continue to work hard and do well,
you can acquire the skills needed to change the world. With edu-
cation one can make great scientific or technological break-
throughs, curb world hunger and child labor, prevent the spread
of nuclear weapons, promote peace, and have the power to bring
about great changes in the world. If you don’t change the world,
who will?” I want to spread this same message of empowerment to as
many people as possible.

>>

Giving back both helps out people in need and makes you feel
good. I strongly recommend everyone participate in philanthropy
at whatever level they can.
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Brainstorm: Creating and Projecting Brand “Me”
Like companies, you are projecting a brand right now. Each
of us is CEO of Me, Inc. The question is whether you are
going to cultivate your brand to be as truthful and powerful
as it can be.

Your personal brand consists of the following:

• Your name. “Casnocha” is a distinctive last name. “Ramit”
is a distinctive first name (whereas “Ben” is not). If your
name is “John Smith,” think about a nickname that will
stand out.

• Your physical appearance. We usually remember one physical
attribute about somebody. For me, it’s usually my height.
For you, it may be your booming voice, your hairstyle, the
piercing color of your eyes, or your choice of clothes.

• Your work. This is the answer to, “What do you do?”
• Your affiliations. This includes schools you went to, organi-

zations you’re involved in, charities you support.
• Your network. Friends and acquaintances.
• Your online identity. What will someone find when they

Google your name? You should own the first result—it
should be a personal website or blog that you run. You
should also own an email address that is your name (for
example, ben@casnocha.com).

Why is it important to think about your personal brand?
First, don’t you want to be known for who you are—in all its
wonderful diversity—rather than what you do from nine to
five? Too often we subsume our own personal identity to that
of our employer. Second, wouldn’t you rather someone walk
away from meeting you with an impression that you have
defined and that is helpful to you? When I meet someone, I
don’t want them to remember the name of my high school,
I want them to remember that I sell e-government products
to cities and also write a blog.

(Continued)
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Your personal brand must—must!—be distinctive. A few
months ago I was at a business breakfast with about thirty-five
high-powered entrepreneurs and angel investors. We started
off the meeting by going around the room with brief intro-
ductions. To spice it up, the leader of the breakfast said we had
to say our name and our passions. I couldn’t believe how many
people said their passions were wine and their family! What a
missed opportunity. There’s nothing wrong if wine and family
are your two passions, but if everyone else is saying that, then
say something different. Suddenly, a balding gentleman took
the microphone and said a few words along these lines: “Hi,
I’m David Zack, I’m a compulsive entrepreneur, investor. I’m
just your average guy with an accidental passion for the ambi-
tious. I want to create things with impact.” Whoa. I want to talk
to him! Introductions at meetings are a great time to project
your personal brand. This is not about making stuff up or try-
ing to manipulate or show off; it’s simply about articulating
who you are in a crisp, compelling, and memorable way.

I once spent two hours strategizing with my friend Tim over
my one-minute introduction at a big meeting. We analyzed what
I wanted to communicate, the dynamics of the room, the needs
of the other people, and so forth. Tim and I knew this one
minute would be the first time many of the people “interacted
with my brand”—and that first impressions last forever.

OK, so you want to invest in your personal brand. How do
you increase its “equity in the market?” You are projecting your
brand every day. It never ends. The people you meet (or
don’t), the articles you write (or don’t), the blog you maintain
(or don’t), the conferences you attend (or don’t), the book
you write (or don’t), the books you read and review (or don’t),
the stand you take on a controversial issue (or don’t). Put your-
self out there. Spread your ideas. Act. Ask an odd question. Get
involved in your community and in discussion groups. Be a
physical presence. Own your online identity. Love who you are
and project it into the world by touching those around you.

Spend a small amount of time reflecting on what you stand
for, how it’s perceived in the market, and how it should be per-
ceived, and then get out there and deploy it! Make it visible!
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Media

If you want, the media can be one of your business’s most impor-
tant friends.

When journalists started writing about Comcate, the stories
usually focused on me more than the business, but they still gen-
erated helpful inquiries and business for Comcate. Dave was always
concerned, probably more than he needed to be, about Comcate’s
credibility vis-à-vis the “kid factor.” If a newspaper article focused
exclusively on me, a reader could come away thinking Comcate was
run by one kid, instead of being a legitimate corporation with
clients and employees. This tension and balancing act permeated
all of my media interviews, and indeed whether my age was a ser-
vice or disservice to the long-range strategic goals of Comcate
drove an ongoing internal debate.

For young founders, it’s worth thinking about how the kid fac-
tor can help or hurt you and your company in the press. For all
founders, it’s worth concocting any possible novel hook you can
use to get free press.

>>

One afternoon I received an email from a young reporter at a local
paper, the San Francisco Weekly. I thought I’d have coffee with him,
he’d do a blurb, and that’d be the end of it. Little did I know that
he would spend many hours with me over the next month—at
school he walked around the campus, sat in our cafeteria, and
intensively questioned me in a quiet conference room. At the cof-
fee shop a couple more times he let me ramble as his tape recorder
ran. He spent time with Dave Richmond and Dad. He called
clients, advisors, and analysts.

What I learned was that for in-depth character sketches it’s
impossible to stay “on message,” and that you’re better off being
as candid as possible. A journalist will appreciate this attitude and
the tone of articles can be more favorable if the author likes you.
No one likes being spun. I just tried to “be Ben.”

On a later Wednesday morning my face stared back at me on
nearly every other San Francisco street corner, from the paper’s dis-
tribution boxes. It was a four-thousand-word take on Comcate and
me. Emails poured in from people who had read the story. Some
of those emails turned out to be useful business development leads
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for Comcate. Others said, “Go to hell and get a life, kid.” At school,
the lid was taken off a previously secretive activity. For two years I
had told no one details of my work. Now, anyone could obtain the
411, and most did. The day the story came out I was eating my
brown-bag lunch in the cafeteria and most other students—some
of whom I’d never spoken to—were reading the article. Most of
the guys were enthusiastic and excited for me. I know how easy it
is to feel envy instead of genuine happiness for others when they
receive praise, so I deeply respect how my friends reacted.

The SF Weekly article did remove an enjoyed cloak of secrecy,
but earned this C student newfound respect from surprised teach-
ers. One humanities teacher read the article and told me, “Ben, I
have two things to say to you. Amazing article. And please, don’t
make me be the one who’s remembered as the teacher who gave
Ben Casnocha C’s in high school.”

>>

Then CNN called. They wanted me to appear on their morning
show Dolans Unscripted.2 I told them maybe, but that I wanted to
talk to Ted (Turner) about it first. Joking aside, I actually did need
to talk with someone before I could scream yes. I had a critical sci-
ence test the same morning the producer wanted me on the show.
Luckily, I received permission from my science teacher to show up
a few minutes late (I couldn’t tell if she was annoyed or amused).

I arrived at 6 A.M. at CNN’s San Francisco bureau on a chilly
Thursday morning. I was escorted to the room where I would have
the interview with Ken and Daria, who were in New York City. My
vision of a fancy studio with all sorts of cameras and lights clashed
with the reality—a cramped little room housing just two cameras
and dirty walls. Of course, the wall that counted—the one behind
my chair—sparkled with a skyline of San Francisco. It was painted
to make it seem like I was sitting in front of an expansive glass win-
dow overlooking San Francisco’s downtown. I settled into my seat and
awaited further instructions. The technician installed my earpiece,
adjusted my chair height, and checked my invisible microphone.
After that, he said “Good luck!” and left the room. Perplexed, I sat
for a few minutes staring at the TV screen to my right that showed

2 To see the interview visit www.mystartuplife.com.
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the Dolans’ show live. They had just started. Suddenly I heard a
voice in my earpiece.

“Hi Ben, this is Jim. I’m the tech producer for your segment in
CNN’s New York City studios. Can you hear me all right?”

“I sure can.”
“Great. Listen, I’m controlling the camera in front of you, your

microphone, and your earpiece volume. I’m going to do a series
of tests to make sure you are all set. Your segment will be on the
air in approximately thirteen minutes.”

I was awestruck that the producers in New York City controlled
the cameras and lights remotely. There was a bit of silence, and I
refocused my attention to the TV. The Dolans were interviewing
an expert on presidential communications who was comparing
John Kerry and George W. Bush. A different voice came on my
earpiece.

“Hi Ben—this is Stephanie, the segment producer. How are
you feeling? Are you all set to go?”

“I am—thanks again for having me on the show.”
“You bet. Be sure to take a deep breath, relax, and speak slowly

while staring directly into the eye of the camera in front of you.
I’ve briefed Ken and Daria, and they are excited to talk with you.
Have fun!”

A few more tense minutes went by and then the TV monitor in
my room went off. The technician must have turned it off so I
wouldn’t be distracted. There is a slight delay between one’s words
and their appearance live on TV.

“Ben—this is Jim. You’re going on in 10, 9, . . . 5, 4, 3, 2, 1. . . . ”
Then I heard the show’s theme music play into my earpiece

and I knew my mic was hot. I heard Ken and Daria introduce the
segment and ask the first question and I stared into the dark eye
of the camera, pretended it was a face, and smiled. . . . A few min-
utes later it was all over!

>>

After each media appearance I would receive many emails from
strangers. Most of them were quite kind. Some weren’t. And some-
times I received messages that were not so easily classified. One
time, for example, I got a voicemail from a young woman who,
after seeing a TV interview, asked me to perform a sexual act on
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her. I played the message to an older girl acquaintance, a senior,
on the bus to the gym that day, and later that night she called and
asked if I, a sophomore, could accompany her to the junior/senior
prom. (Whatever it takes!)

It is important to know when to say no. (I’m talking about
requests for media appearances, not requests for sexual favors.)
Some media exposure might actually be bad publicity. MTV once
called me and wanted to feature me in their show called True Life,
a minidocumentary on young people. After discussing the theme
for their show (“I Don’t Fit In”) and the bios of the other subjects,
I decided it wouldn’t be a good venue for me. A good move—when
the show aired a few months later the other profilees were bizarre
and not people I would like to be compared to.

When you interact with the media you give up privacy, though
for me “transparency” (and press) has always outweighed any loss
of privacy. But transparency doesn’t come without costs. I still get
hate mail. Weigh the costs and benefits yourself before plunging
into a media plan.

>>

My active involvement in Silicon Valley life taught me that many
people are starved for something different. To become respected in
a community you have to add value, and one way to do this is to be
different. Being smart is not enough. Smart is like vanilla ice cream.
For me, I tried to offer different ideas, acquire different experi-
ences, and learn about different fields. I sought out different kinds
of people. And by exposing myself to this kind of randomness, I felt
able to contribute—by connecting ideas and people—in a com-
munity that boasts minds more brilliant than my own.
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The Product Development
Process: Cheap, Good,
or Fast?

The problem with communication . . . is the illusion that
it has been accomplished.
GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

“He’s what? He’s quitting on us?” I asked over the noise of basket-
balls bouncing inside.

I couldn’t believe it. Since when does a consultant fire you?
Dave had just told me Edwin Dann, our part-time chief technology
officer, announced he wanted nothing more to do with Comcate.
I was sitting outside the San Francisco YMCA. I went to the gym
with my friends after school and I told them to go ahead inside and
that I’d join them later. Two hours later, they walked out of the gym,
dripping in sweat, and I was still sitting on the bench on the phone,
in a different kind of sweat—the cold sort, seeping through pores
of disbelief and nervousness.

And so began an around-the-clock effort to retain our pro-
grammers and get our product development process back on
track. The challenges we faced in the coming weeks reveal
lessons about communication, expectations, and trade-offs
applicable to all businesses balancing the different working styles
of team members.
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>>

For a software company to grow and add clients, the software itself
has to be scalable to accommodate increased product use. Just as
the all-wood foundation of a house will come back to haunt you in
an earthquake (I’m a San Franciscan, remember!), a shoddy foun-
dation of a product will last only so long. The programmer will
express repeated concern over the long-term risks of the architec-
ture while the entrepreneur—or homeowner—will keep wanting
to add new stuff. At Comcate, we still relied on Russell’s version .05
prototype as the main system on which our client base relied, and
while it was a fine setup for beta testers, it wasn’t suitable for five
or ten active governments using the software.

Like so many challenges in business, this one reared its head not
in a technical sense—the product did not implode as we feared—
but in a human sense. It’s about people, in the end. And the people
involved in our product development process felt alienated. The
technical folks—led by our CTO Edwin Dann—believed the busi-
ness folks (Dave and me) didn’t grasp the nature of the technology.
They believed we made too many unrealistic demands regarding
what product functionality could be developed and at what cost. The
business folks thought the engineers were unnecessarily vague in
their time line and cost estimates (“It’s done when it’s done” always
justifiably infuriates managers who need to stick to a budget). These
interpersonal tensions led Edwin to tell Dave: “I want out.”

>>

“So what did he say? What was his rationale?” I asked Dave outside
the YMCA, slightly peeved that he had given no prior indication of
Edwin’s discontent.

“He said our development process is broken. And that me and
him aren’t seeing eye-to-eye on enough things. He said we have too
many different people working on each new version and no one
person responsible for the overall vision and functionality of the
product. He’s sick of dealing with changing priorities. He’s sick of
reactionary product development. And his last big point was on
Bangladesh. He said we need to commit to a stable product, and
basically, have some balls and rebuild the thing and take pride in
the work. And stop screwing around with Russell.”
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All fair points. Our product development was haphazard, span-
ning three time zones and five different people, none of whom
had total responsibility or accountability for the work.

“That sound reasonable,” I told Dave. “I mean, it seems like
our Christmas fiasco was the forbearer to all this.”

“Yes, it does,” Dave said glumly.
Christmas Eve 2003 was the perfect symbol for this dark real-

ization that our software development had hit rock bottom. Instead
of sipping eggnog by the mistletoe, Dave and I were emailing and
instant messaging our engineers in Shanghai, furiously trying to
describe what updates in the product we needed. We had to con-
vert a general request from the customer into detailed, technical
specifications—and I mean really detailed, because that’s what it
takes when you’re dealing with inexpensive offshore people. (Tech-
nology start-ups take note: when a programmer isn’t on the found-
ing team, it is difficult to find engineers who are both high quality
and affordable.)

“But Dave, while these seem like reasonable concerns, why is he
quitting on us? Shouldn’t we talk about them and try to work
through them? I think they’re solvable. Edwin leaving would make
us too vulnerable to the offshore guys and could really screw us in
the short term.”

He didn’t have a good answer. Edwin and he had hit a wall and
it occurred to me that while all of the concerns about outsourcing
and flawed processes were valid, what had really happened was the
Dave-Edwin personal relationship had collapsed.

>>

I talked with my advisory board to strategize on what we should do.
Edwin wanted out. Dave presented other non-Edwin IT options. I,
though, felt strongly we had to keep Edwin even at a significant
cost. For one, I reluctantly agreed with Edwin that we needed to
give him (or somebody) ultimate responsibility to develop the
product. Second, he had accumulated institutional knowledge
about the product that would take months to replace in a new
CTO. We had too many programming needs to let a few months
pass for a new guy to get up to speed. Dave came onboard with this
perspective, and together, we set to work to reengage a frustrated
Edwin.
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First, we focused on repairing the relationship. The Comcate-
Edwin–offshore programmers relationship had disintegrated. We
questioned each others’ motives, challenged billable hours, and
pointed fingers when something didn’t come in on time. Dad and
I scheduled an in-person meeting with Edwin (a too-rare occurrence
given that we lived only an hour away) and communicated our
appreciation for his work. We told him how important he was to the
success of the company and that we were committed to retaining
him, despite his intent to quit (he thought it was a decision—we
called it “intent”).

Second, we confronted the root of the problem. When something is
hard, frustration is right around the corner. When something is
frustrating, communication breakdowns are right around the next
corner. And when communications break down, shit is going to hit
the fan. Are communication breakdowns inevitable? No matter
what industry or context, I believe a so-called communication
breakdown really has to do with “expectation mismanagement.”
People aren’t on the same page. One person thinks something is
going to be done by a certain day, but the person actually com-
pleting the task has a different deadline in mind. The business
executive budgets $X for a specific release, and the engineers come
in over budget.

The first step to remedying communication breakdowns is to
make sure everyone’s expectations are aligned, and this means
memorializing all expectations on paper. Edwin agreed that poor
communication and differing expectations belittled both the
actual product and the human relationships that held it together.
In this meeting, both sides agreed on the centrality of aligned
expectations and we both committed to clear, frequent, in-person
communication.

Third, we made concessions and new requests. We conceded our
own misjudgments in thinking an outsourced, on-the-cheap prod-
uct development process could work. We committed to giving
Edwin and his local team 100 percent control and accountability
on the product development (this meant a big boost in the tech-
nology budget). In exchange for these concessions, we requested
Edwin invest his own time and emotional energy into our projects,
manage any of our offshore partners, take the lead role in the
product management work (marketing requirements documents

140 MY START-UP LIFE

c13.qxd  3/22/07  4:55 PM  Page 140



and the like), and participate at a strategic level during manage-
ment team meetings.

Through this three-pronged approach—respect and repair,
confront the brutal reality, concede and propose new terms—we
retained Edwin and his team as the full-time technology engi-
neering group for Comcate.

>>

Many people ask how a software company could let the actual soft-
ware development unravel as it did. Isn’t developing software the
core competency of the business? It’s actually not that simple. In
the early goings, it can be better to ship less-than-perfect software
and focus on selling, selling, selling, rather than making perfect
software. This stands true for many products, I think. Better to have
a product earn some battle scars from real customers in the field
than sit in a manufacturing plant or laboratory while kinks are
worked out. So getting good at product development didn’t
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Brainstorm: Dare to Be Mediocre:
Good Is the Enemy of Perfect

Sometimes A students have difficulty being entrepreneurs.
Why? Because effective entrepreneurs accept “good enough.”
Good enough means not trying eighty different fonts on the
brochure. Good enough means pleasing your customers with-
out adding features or services they don’t care about. Going
from a B+ to A+ means falling prey to diminishing marginal
returns.

Good is the enemy of perfect most strikingly in the prod-
uct development process. When we endured our software
development debacles we had to make difficult decisions
about whether to add certain features to our product. If we
weren’t thinking straight, we’d add a “cool” feature that less
than 10 percent of our users would need. A mediocre graphic
instead of an interactive one on that little-used report, for
example, would be just fine.

(Continued)
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become a priority until it fell apart. . . . And while I wish we would
have addressed the issue proactively by ignoring sunk costs and
rebuilding the product from scratch, and I wish we would have
done a better job at managing the relationship with our engineers,
in one sense we did what we had to do given the tight cash
resources: sign new deals, even if it meant overpromising a bit or
putting excessive strain on our servers. Or nearly losing our CTO.
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So when you do strive for “great?” You don’t want “fru-
gality creep” to make everything about your efforts seem
mediocre. The challenge is figuring out which decisions call
for good enough versus great.

Here’s a company that’s found the balance: Google.
Google’s food for employees is terrific. The chairs and tables
on which they eat are pathetic. They cut the right corners.
They’re mediocre in the right places. They’re not mediocre,
for instance, when it comes to values (“Don’t be evil”). Who
would settle for “good” and say “Don’t be evil most of the time?”

At Comcate we were once preparing a response to a
request for proposals. The RFP was twenty-five pages long and
asked for what seemed like extraneous information. Never-
theless, we slaved away, carefully preparing each section,
debating the content of the introduction and conclusion, and
second-guessing our choice of graphics. After an entire after-
noon on the job, my partners and I looked at each other.
“Why, exactly, are we spending so much time tweaking this
one response?” said Olivier Marchand, our director of client
services. It’s what we were all thinking. Our sixty-page response,
in its current iteration, communicated the necessities just
fine.

“Good enough,” I said.
“Good enough,” Dave said.
“Good enough,” Olivier said, with a smile.
And we moved on. Three weeks later, we were awarded a

$40,000 contract.
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When it finally caught up with us, in early 2004, we halted most
sales activity to focus on IT. Boy, did we feel the financial squeeze
of reduced revenue and increased development expenses.

>>

Product development in an early-stage business is full of trade-offs.
Do you want it cheap, fast, or good? Choose two, says the old engi-
neering adage. A newly matured Comcate chose high-quality and
fast (and expensive) product development—a move our customers
have appreciated ever since.

But we nearly drowned in the process.
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It’s a Frugal, Frugal World:
Bootstrapping Through the
Inevitable Cash Squeeze

The trouble with simple living is that, though it can be
joyful, rich, and creative, it isn’t simple.
DORIS JANZEN LONGACRE

“OK, sir, hold out your arms.”
The barely-English-speaking Transportation Security Adminis-

tration officer had his metal detector and slid it from my left ankle
up to my left armpit and back down the other side. I sighed,
patiently. A little hassle is worth the double Southwest Airlines
Rapid Rewards credit. During a promotional period Southwest
awarded double flight credit if you booked online. You could only
book one-way tickets online. So, I booked two one-ways online,
earned double credit, and only had to endure the extra security
screening given to one-way ticket passengers.

>>

“Well, at least there’s a bed.”
Dad made the first comment as we both entered a barren, dis-

gusting hotel room in Moreno Valley, California, where I was pitch-
ing the city the following morning. The room had no desk, a
meager dresser, and two brown stains on the faded blue carpet.
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But, it had a bed. We were lucky we even got a room; the bumbling
hotel front desk staff person did not accept any of our credit cards.

>>

“Please sign here and we’ll get you on the way to the shuttle in just
a moment.”

“Another shuttle?” I exclaimed. “We’ve already been on two!”
“Yes, sir, we need to take you to the actual car lot.”
I had reserved a rental car for Mom and me for one of my L.A.

sales trips and thought I had snagged a deal with Advantage Rent-
a-Car at $35 a day. After arriving in Ontario International Airport,
we took a shuttle to the car rental station, then a shuttle to the
Advantage Rent-a-Car office, and now a third shuttle to the car lot.
All in all, two and a half hours elapsed between deplaning and
driving away in a rental car.

>>

“Let’s see. Ink jet would cost $54 and the laser $125. Tell me why
you think laser is better?” I said.

Dave and I were debating what kind of printer he should buy.
It was a representative decision of hard cost-cutting efforts: ink jet
is cheaper in the short term, but more expensive in the long run.
Most technology purchases pose this difficulty. The less expensive
computer model may save money now, but when it breaks down in
six months, it wouldn’t have been worth it. These trade-offs can
befuddle start-ups.

>>

“Oh no, don’t open your mouth, don’t you say a word!”
My junior high school teacher knew why I had arrived at his

office with a grin on my face. I wanted, once again, to borrow the
school’s projector for my early Comcate presentations. I had yet to
invest in my own projector because of the prohibitive cost. Bor-
rowing other people’s stuff worked just fine.

>>

“Hertz, Hertz, Hertz. Doesn’t Dave get it? Hertz is the most expen-
sive car rental company, and yet he rents from there each time.
Doesn’t he get that we are not a Hertz kind of company, yet?”
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Dad was venting to me over another Dave Richmond expense
report. Not only did the car rental expenses raise an eyebrow, but
Dad noticed a Southern California restaurant meal on the same
day Dave claimed to be in Marin County. Naturally, Dad wrote Dave
an email, requesting clarification on various items:

Dear Dave,

I was surprised to see yet another Hertz bill
on your expense report. Otherwise, a quick ques-
tion on the L.A. restaurant. . . . 

Sincerely,
David Casnocha

>>

Start-up life is usually characterized by bootstrapping as much as
possible. Anytime you can cut a corner, you try to, because one dol-
lar less to an expense account means one more critical dollar to
product development or sales. In the early goings your goal is to
direct as much money as possible to those two areas (making the
product better and then trying to sell the product), and as such,
travel expenses, clothes, telephones, equipment, and fine cuisine
fall by the wayside.

Being frugal is not as simple, though, as merely declaring “Spend
less money.” After all, some things demand fine quality: business
cards, website, your deodorant. So figuring out when to cut and
when to spend is the trick.

>>

At Comcate, the mandate to be frugal and raise sales and deliver a
reliable product caused tensions in the company. One night, at
10:30 P.M., Dad stormed into my room.

For the first time in Comcate’s history we were feeling a real
cash squeeze. We had made significant investments in the early
part of the year and our accounts receivable were dragging out.
This instigated even more belt-tightening and questioning of
expenses. Standing under my doorway Dad demanded an expla-
nation of the L.A. trip I had scheduled the following day.
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“How are you paying for the Southwest flight?”
“The Comcate credit card,” I responded.
“OK, well, guess what? The company doesn’t have any money!”
“True.”
“We can’t spend money frivolously.”
“Well, Dad, how do you suggest we make it so the company does

have money?”
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Brainstorm: Asking for Money
Versus Asking for Advice

The timeless start-up aphorism goes, “Never ask for money.
Ask for advice instead, and you are more likely to get money.
Never ask for free advice. Ask for money instead, and you’ll
get free advice.”

In December 2003 Dave Richmond, Mike Patterson,
Dad, and I visited Greg Prow again. When I first met Greg at
Softbank/Mobius Venture Capital in 2001 I had an idea and
early prototype. Now I returned with a full-time president,
bushels of clients, real revenue, and lofty goals. We wanted to
see if we were ready to raise venture money.

The second time around Greg invited two of his partners—
Heidi Roizen and Brad Feld—to sit in. We ostensibly were
“looking for money,” but we wouldn’t have known how to
spend it if someone wrote us a check. What I really wanted
was the opportunity to learn from these heavyweights. At the
conclusion of the presentation, we asked if Mobius wanted to
invest in Comcate. Heidi and Brad immediately started offering
free advice (such as, don’t raise money unless you absolutely
need it). As the meeting transitioned from money to advice,
I saw the opportunity to make the “big ask”: “Would you guys
introduce me to other entrepreneurs or possible mentors as
I try to grow this business?” Both Heidi and Brad agreed
enthusiastically and they’ve gone on to become important
advisors, friends, and role models.

Sometimes, to get what you want, you have to ask for
something different.
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Pause.
“Who’s gonna bring in the sales?” I continued. “Are you? Are

you doing pitches? Should we just sit back and wait for money to
fall out of the sky?”

He pondered whether he should respond, but did not. He
walked out of my room without saying another word.

I lay in bed shook up, at once unsure whether my trip to L.A.
was worth the expense but also steadfast in my belief that we
needed to sign up additional retired city managers to make intro-
ductions to potential clients.

I decided to cancel my L.A. trip.
First I called Southwest and cancelled my flight. Then I emailed

my contacts and apologized and said I had a family emergency.
The next morning, having woken up after Dad left the house,

I picked up a voicemail on my phone with the following apology.
“Ben, I should have approached your L.A. trip differently, and I
regret that you cancelled your plans,” said my father.

>>

There are three lessons here for start-ups. First, it’s necessary to be
frugal. Dad’s watchful eye helped the company enormously. Sec-
ond, maintain open dialogue among everyone in the company
about which kinds of expenses are tolerable in tight cash-flow sit-
uations. Everyone should feel empowered to challenge potentially
frivolous expenses, but in a productive, organized way. Third,
sometimes even when you think you need money to make life eas-
ier, you really don’t. Just as long as you can put up with stained
hotel carpets.
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The Long, Hard Slog:
Achieving Scale

Men wanted for hazardous journey. Small wages. Bitter
cold. Long months of complete darkness. Constant danger.
Safe return doubtful. Honour and recognition in case
of success.
SIR ERNEST SHACKLETON

It’s like the hamster whose exercise wheel never seems to stop. Or
the lecturer whose drone voice seems to freeze a classroom clock.
Or the hikers who unexpectedly encounter a mud swamp and
decide to trek by foot. Or, yes, even a new idea that has found roots
in the ground but seems to need endless water from its caretakers.
Every organization or person encounters what people term “grow-
ing pains”—the store whose products fly off the shelf every day, or
a teenager and puberty’s surprises. But “growing pains” is far too
charitable a term for the phase of corporate growing up that this
chapter is about. Growing pains implies seam-bursting, pot-boiling,
eye-widening, CNBC-drooling growth. The long, hard slog, on the
other hand, allows for solid progress but at too slow a pace. You’re
finished congratulating yourself on even getting to this stage—not
a shabby feat for a new idea—and are ready to focus on accelerat-
ing the sales, accelerating the product development, accelerating
the impact. The long, hard slog is what every person, idea, and
company must endure before they join the big leagues. Before they
can say without a wink that they are, in fact, “big.”
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>>

In a business, once you’ve discovered you have something and
need to figure out how big of a something it is, your cocktail party
buzzword manual probably instructs:

Tell new acquaintance: “My business has grown tremen-
dously and now I’m really trying to, you know, really
trying to get some scale. We’re trying to see if we can
scale the thing and become a massive company.” Supplement
statement with hand gestures that mimic the volume of a
balloon as it is inflated with air.

Gartner calls this phase of growth “trough of disillusionment,”
but since five-syllable words like “disillusionment” can pose chal-
lenges to the avid wine-drinking schmoozer, most of us refer to it
as the “long, hard slog.” It means your company has some deals,
but is generally doing less than $5M in revenue, and hasn’t neces-
sarily figured out how to surpass that level. I knew Comcate
reached this stage when, starting in 2004, I heard the word “scale”
more than any other in strategy meetings. At first it felt good. It’s
a club every company wants to join, after all, but not for too long.
As in baseball everyone must touch first base, but no one wants to
settle for just a single.

>>

Comcate had achieved good success selling our flagship eFM prod-
uct to cities. We had paying customers, a working product, several
hundred grand in recurring revenue, and a reasonably bustling
sales pipeline. We had a full-time president, director of client ser-
vices, and some basic infrastructure.1 Our product was rock-solid.
We had accumulated a tremendous wealth of domain expertise in
the world of local government and IT. We had customers deploy-
ing our software across large organizations, integrating with com-
plex technologies, and receiving international recognition for
these efforts to boot. All this amounted to the gratifying conclu-
sion that Comcate was something, and its premise had validity.

1 Dave was “promoted” to president from COO, which didn’t mean anything but
gave him the title he deserved. Titles are all about ego, but ego is not neces-
sarily a bad thing.
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But, how big could it be? The best entrepreneurs constantly
raise the bar.

>>

The alternative to scaling Comcate would be to stay a “cash cow”
and be self-sufficient. In this scenario we would remain a small
company serving a modest number of clients and delivering a
steady cash stream to our shareholders. This vision is not nearly as
exciting, although it’s less risky. More risk, more upside. If we con-
cocted a plan to grow, we could raise additional investment and
then increase our client base to several hundred government agen-
cies. We wanted to go for it!

Prudently, before strategizing how we could accelerate growth
we reflected on our successes to date—which meant confronting
some disquieting truths. First, and most important, all of our sales
wins took several customer meetings and phone calls, and several
more such meetings to perform a successful implementation. For
a $10,000- to $30,000-a-year product, the cost of sales—that is, the
dollars we had to spend for the dollars we earned—was too high.
Second, for all our basic infrastructure, we lacked an efficient mar-
keting engine that could generate steady, qualified leads. Third,
for all our domain expertise, local governments are truly local; that
is, they all behave differently, making it hard to sell “expensive”
software that would affect many people in an organization without
a lot of consulting. All these discomforts were more than just chal-
lenges; they seemed like fundamental impediments to scaling our
business. Or any business. What is your cost of sales? Do you have
an efficient lead-generation system? Is each customer basically the
same or is each unique?

>>

There are other questions companies ask themselves. For exam-
ple, do we build scale or buy scale? Building scale means devel-
oping repeatable business processes (I know that sounds
buzzword-ish) to grow the client base and revenue stream while pre-
venting expenses from rising at the same rate. Most of the best com-
panies achieve scale through organic growth, because a slow and
steady march from ten clients to five hundred is often more man-
ageable than instantly going from ten to five hundred, as is the case
in a “buy” situation. When early-stage companies buy scale, they raise
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financing to acquire other companies. In a fragmented market
where several small players are competing for market share, the
thinking goes, the winner is the company that can pull off a suc-
cessful roll-up of all the other companies and become the trusted
five-hundred-pound gorilla. The problem with buying scale is that
it is deceptively simple. Most mergers and acquisitions fail.

152 MY START-UP LIFE

Brainstorm: A Relationship-Based First Business
The factor that made Comcate successful early was relation-
ship-based selling. Relationship-based selling means building
personal connections with clients who can introduce you to
their colleagues. Our sales cycle was long because of all the
relationship-building that needed to transpire, but it was also
remarkably effective—if you gave it time. But it’s hard to scale
a predominantly relationship-based business, which is why
Comcate moved away from this model.

Regardless of whether it scales, it is a type of business that
provides an extraordinary experience for the young execu-
tive. It cultivates the skill of meeting someone, ropin’ ’em in,
creating mutual value, and then managing an interconnected
group of relationships. These are skills that will surely outlast
the life of the corporation. Compare these skills to those
acquired in a less personal business: remote IT services, man-
ufacturing, or even low-level positions in finance jobs. These
kinds of businesses can be successful but may be less reward-
ing for the entrepreneur in the long term.

I have met other young entrepreneurs who are much
more successful than I am financially, but unless jealousy is
shutting down my mental functions, I don’t think they’ve
developed the emotional and social intelligence that will help
them in later careers.

If you want to start a business, think about judging its wor-
thiness and ultimate success by metrics other than simple
financial gain. The experience you gain developing critical
life skills should certainly be high on the list. A people-inten-
sive first business can be worth it.
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>>

We wanted to grow organically.
Andy Sack, CEO of internet company Judy’s Book, once posed

on his blog three questions that every management team should
ask themselves when struggling with growth:

1. What are the hardest problems in our current business
approach—the issues we struggle over?

2. What’s (surprisingly) easy about our business—the things that
are working better than expected?

3. Where’s the parade? What major trends are we trying to get in
front of with our business?

At Comcate we decided that what was hard was selling an enter-
prise software product across a large organization. We decided what
was easy was doing internet marketing and advertising to find new
prospects from small cities. And the parade was forming around
small agencies buying inexpensive software over the internet.

In light of these conclusions, our first decision involved our flag-
ship product, eFeedbackManager. Our product was without doubt
the best on the market for hosted CRM to small cities. The prob-
lems weren’t with the product, they were with the market. Simply
put, eFeedbackManager remained a nice-to-have, not a must-have.

“Some day, every city in America will need to have a system like
this to track their communications. Yellow pads can only last for so
long,” I told Dave Richmond during the interview process in 2003.

It was now 2005 and that day had not yet come. Most cities
were still making do with poorer alternatives. For the cities who
were purchasing software like ours, there was still enough employee
skepticism to make implementations lengthy and costly. There
were also few barriers to entry in the market, allowing several new
boutique firms to nab clients that should have been Comcate’s.

When the product is a nice-to-have, the sales don’t go fast
enough. Period.

We conducted a variety of “tests” to see if we could bust through
these challenges and shorten the sales cycle: we hired a retired city
councilperson in West Virginia to try to sell the product as a
reseller, we formed partnerships with other e-government providers,
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we attended different kinds of trade shows, and the like. None
panned out. Sometimes, markets have a pace of their own and if
your timing isn’t right, there’s little you can do to change it.

Our plan had to change. This is not unusual. It’s exceedingly
rare for a company to have the same business model a year after
incorporation. As you learn, your plan must change.

>>

We turned our attention to what seemed easier. We had done
some custom development for the City of Lancaster, California.
At their request, we built a product for their Code Enforcement
Division, the employees of which inspect neighborhoods for code
violations such as eyesores, then issue citations and dole out fines.
Not only was our code enforcement software mission-critical to
their work and a smashing success in Lancaster, but other cities
wanted it too.

By sheer accident we had developed a product that: (a) targeted
a few people in the organization, therefore avoiding organization-
wide buy-in pains, (b) required little ongoing maintenance and sup-
port, (c) had a relatively short sales cycle, and (d) met a critical
need for the client.

Once we realized the significance of our success—selling a low-
cost code enforcement product more or less over the internet, with
little in-person assistance required—we aggressively introduced
new kinds of modules to supplement it. We moved away from a
vision of an expensive product suite for the entire enterprise, and
instead toward the coming parade: a vision of targeted low-cost
modules for cities, to be sold and delivered over the Web, that

154 MY START-UP LIFE

Brainstorm: Getting More Good
Revenue and Less Bad Revenue

All revenue is not made equally. When outsiders value your
business they will consider different kinds of revenue.

When a company is trying to demonstrate its ability to
scale its sales model it will face several trade-offs between
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“good” and “bad” revenue. Good revenue is obtained in a
repeatable and efficient way. Winning the occasional RFP
(request for proposals, the mechanism by which a govern-
ment entity conducts a competitive bid) at Comcate does not
contribute to proving that we can scale the sales predictably
and cost-efficiently. Therefore, RFP deals, for us, are “bad rev-
enue.” On the other hand, signing up a client over the inter-
net is cost-efficient, and therefore “good revenue.”

If you start a bakery in town and convince the bank to
loan you money based on a business model of selling baked
goods to everyone in the neighborhood, and one day you
drive into a different city and liquidate your remaining
baked goods there, you have committed an “unnatural act.”
That is, you acted contrary to your stated vision, and while
revenue is revenue, those generated by unnatural acts will
be devalued by outsiders (unless the unnatural acts happen
to be a better business model, in which case your vision
must change). At Comcate our vision is to sell hosted, on-
demand software (no CD-ROMs or on-site servers). Occa-
sionally a client will request to host the software themselves
at their office. If we agree to these terms, we do so reluc-
tantly because we know this unnatural act will bring in bad
revenue.

Bad revenue can really complicate an assessment of a
company’s performance. At one of our end-of-the-year wrap-
up meetings, we reviewed our financials. As the board drilled
into the revenue numbers, we spent an hour going deal by
deal to figure out how each customer was acquired—by a
“tight end,” that is, slow and bulky and not scalable, or by
a “wide receiver” or quickly, over the Web, and scalable. If
there were too many tight-end deals we threw a yellow flag!

Most start-ups don’t have the luxury of distinguishing
between good and bad revenue. But for those that do,
remember investors will give you more credit for “good rev-
enue” and discount inflated revenue numbers that contain
deals not compatible with your core, scalable model.
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would meet distinct needs in often-overlooked agencies around
the country. We continue to pursue this vision today.

>>

The “slog” in all this is the immense frustration that comes from the
time it seems to take to figure out the strategy for growth and then
act on it. Even in small, nimble companies, figuring out what’s
hard, what’s easy, and where the parade is heading is trickier than
it sounds. And it can take years to learn whether your bet for scal-
ing the business will actually be the winning formula. You’d love
instant feedback, but the market sometimes waits months before
delivering a grade. At Comcate we tried a number of simultaneous
“tests”—a new marketing approach, attending new conferences, a
new referral system, different pricing—that each had different start
and end dates. We tried to have as many hooks in the sea as possi-
ble to see which would catch, to see which would produce promis-
ing results.

>>

The long, hard slog is called that for a reason. Frustrating. Stress-
ful. Never-ending. A grind. Slow. Repetitive. Board meetings start
becoming a blur: “OK, we need to increase sales. We need to
sign deals at a faster rate.” Comcate was in the slog for more
than a year.

It’s at this stage of any new project when people are tempted
to jump ship. In my experience it’s not after an utter failure that
people may leave—if they do, they can be labeled quitters—but it’s
during the slog. When progress seems ho-hum, when feedback
from the market is ambiguous, when the light at the end of the
tunnel is foggy. People are working hard but no matter how much
sweat drips off their faces the train never seems to get moving fast
enough. So they ditch.

It’s the leader’s job to stay focused and to emphasize process
over results, patience over anxiety. This unwavering belief must be
shared by all involved: if we make it through this stage, if we can
prove a path to efficient growth, we will be a great company. And
if being great were easy, after all, everyone would be great.
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Brain Trust: Keep Slogging Away
BY CAROL RUTLEN

Be prepared for problems. Be prepared for setbacks. And be pre-
pared for failure.

Start-ups by nature are risky ventures. If it was easy, you would
have many competitors already dominating the market. A success-
ful start-up is a blend of many elements—a need in the market, the
right product, targeted messaging, successful selling, and great ser-
vice. It is tough to get all those elements just right.

At my own software company, ExpatEdge, I endured the “long,
hard slog” that Ben faced at Comcate. It’s a natural stage in the
entrepreneurial process and it’s important to approach it with the
right mindset.

No matter how clichéd, the most important piece of advice I
remember during those tougher moments is: Don’t give up. Keep
slogging away. Listen to your customers. What are their concerns?
Are you addressing their needs? Is your message getting across?
Should you position your product differently?

Review your pricing. Is it too high? Or too low? How does it fit
into your customers’ budget? How does it compare to your com-
petitors’ pricing? Can you restructure the terms to make the price
more acceptable?

Try different things. Could you sell your product to a different
market? Or through another channel? How effective is your sales
team?

And sometimes it just takes time—to establish a reputation in
the marketplace, to build momentum, to build trust, or to lose the
label of “just another start-up.” Some markets have a natural pace
that can be hard to accelerate.

Finally, remember that persistence pays off . . . eventually. As
Thomas Alva Edison said, “Many of life’s failures are people who
did not realize how close they were to success when they gave up.”

Carol Rutlen currently advises multinational companies on their stock plans
and tax policy. She formerly ran ExpatEdge, a start-up software company.

THE LONG, HARD SLOG 157

c15.qxd  3/22/07  4:55 PM  Page 157



Fulfilling the Mission,
One Customer at a Time

Many persons have a wrong idea of what constitutes true
happiness. It is not attained through self-gratification,
but through fidelity to a purpose.
HELEN KELLER

Apple CEO Steve Jobs famously asked the then-Pepsi executive
John Sculley in the mid-eighties, “Do you want to sell sugared water
all your life or do you want to change the world?” Apple Computer
is undoubtedly changing the world, but Comcate? The journey
toward changing the world starts with a single person. . . .

>>

In late 2005 I received a phone call from Jack in Burgon Hills. If
you recall, Jack was the resistant employee who didn’t want to
change his ways while I oversaw one of the first eFeedbackManager
implementations. Jack had retired from Burgon Hills. In his free
time he used his personal computer and the internet. And he
found the internet a useful phenomenon.

“You know, it’s pretty amazing. I’m using Yahoo! Finance to
track my stocks and I can see exactly how complaints and ques-
tions could be tracked using technology too. I guess I didn’t see
the vision when you were describing it to me a few years ago. Now
I do.”
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“Hey,” I said, “I appreciate it. It means a lot. I just wish we could
have counted you as an advocate at the city!”

“I know. I thought you would find this call . . . gratifying. But
maybe frustrating at the same time. But I’m sure I’m not alone.
You probably faced old people like me in other cities.”

“We did.”
“Well, that’s what I wanted to say. Good luck . . . young man.”
It was as if he had forgotten my name. It didn’t matter. What

mattered to Jack was that I was young and had a vision and he was
old and now he saw it.

My conversation with Jack imparts a lesson for start-ups: timing
counts. Sometimes your product won’t work if you get to market
too late—or too early. We may have been a little ahead of the curve
in Burgon Hills.

>>

There are Jacks in all organizations around the country. Resistance
to change will afflict my generation just as much as it has Jack’s.
Entrepreneurs must be the agents of change who implement dis-
ruptive products, convince tomorrow’s skeptics of technology’s
potential for good, and propose to reinvent systems everyone else
thinks are adequate. I can speak from experience: changing even
small parts of people’s everyday life, even if they’re late adopters,
is gratifying, but more important, it’s a necessary step in changing
the world in which we live.

>>

Jack’s conversion to technology, while too late for Comcate to reap
any gain, also crystallizes the lasting impact I hope my work will
have on local government: turn slow-moving, old-school organiza-
tions into dynamic ones. Technology can transform their business.
While writing this book I talked to several clients and they told me
they expect eFeedbackManager to alter the DNA of their organi-
zation over the long term by making it more open, responsive, and
internally efficient.

I founded Comcate to join the effort of making government
less bureaucratic and more flexible, innovative, and entrepre-
neurial. For us, it’s about improving the quality of life in the com-
munities we serve by enriching the communication between
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citizens and their elected and appointed officials. We are a small
piece of the make-the-world-a-better-place puzzle, but we’re a piece
nonetheless.

>>

Comcate doesn’t just deliver software. We’re powering the com-
munication link from governments to their constituents. This

160 MY START-UP LIFE

Brainstorm: Make Meaning: What Gets
You and Your Employees Up Each Day?

I’m not a fan of lofty mission statements. Most have no
meaning.

Guy Kawasaki, an author and speaker on entrepreneur-
ship, once noted that companies should make a mantra—a
short and sweet three- or four-word description of their goal
in life—and then get on with it.

Comcate started with a nice-sounding but vague tagline:
“Powering the Gov to Citizen Communication Link.” Then
we went to buzzword extreme: “Transforming Local Gov-
ernments’ Customer Interactions”—more accurate, but a
mouthful.

Now, if someone asks me what Comcate does, I say,
“We’re trying to make local government more efficient and
we’re using technology to do it.”

Make. Government. Better.
This kind of public service quality gets me up in the

morning. It energizes me to talk to prospects and customers
and try to help them get better at what they do best: provide
an array of services to a diverse and demanding constituency.

Instead of trying to pack as many words as possible into a
typical mission statement, be different. Think as much about
what energizes you as about your business. What kind of
legacy do you hope your company leaves in the world? What
do your customers entrust in you? Try to boil this down into
a handful of simple words and then let it evolve as your com-
pany grows.
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larger vision and meaning behind Comcate—to transform the way
government works—makes it an exciting place for our employees
to work. Giving your business larger meaning is difficult, but the
best companies capture the energy at the founding to create the
necessary context for employees and customers.

At Comcate, we call this “fulfilling our mission—one agency at
a time.”

Me? I call this fulfilling my mission: to burn as brightly as pos-
sible for as long as possible by affecting lives and organizations in
an enduring way.

Do you have a mission?
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The Road Ahead:
Leaders of the Flat World

In times of change, learners inherit the Earth, while the
learned find themselves beautifully equipped to deal with
a world that no longer exists.
ERIC HOFFER

Each day is an opportunity to reinvent yourself. That means recon-
sidering who you are, what you stand for, and what you really want
to do in the world. Aren’t some things supposed to stay steady in
good times or bad? No! Always rethink those questions. In my view,
you don’t have a choice. The world is changing and you are dead
meat if you aren’t constantly trying to make sense of the chaos.
Charles Darwin said, “It’s not the strongest of the species that sur-
vives, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to
change.” In the next fifty years, we will see lots, and lots, and lots
of change.

As Comcate grows into the future, and as I look to create more
businesses, I think about the road ahead in the context of where I
will need to reinvent my skill sets to compete.

What will successful entrepreneurs have in common over the
next twenty years?

I humbly recommend entrepreneurs pay particular attention
to the following trends since I think they will define the future:
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Globalization

This is a hot topic in the press, and for good reasons. We are wit-
nessing greater interdependence throughout the world than ever
before. Although globalization is not a new phenomenon, today’s
globalization is faster and more geographically dispersed. Some of
the business implications are clear: more countries are participat-
ing in a global economy; decentralization trumps centralization;
geographic distance between customers and employees means less;
and certain jobs will be lost as new providers enter existing mar-
kets. Culturally, globalization alters the makeup of “national” cul-
tures because global trade tends to produce a more synthetic
variety. Local cuisine, fashion, and cultural identities will become
more cosmopolitan.

Savvy entrepreneurs might respond to globalization in a few ways.
First, they will view the global marketplace as a source of oppor-

tunity. They will see educated workers from around the world as
potential employees. They will see new and bigger customer mar-
kets in places such as China and India.

Second, they will commit to understanding global cultures.
Working with an American is different from working with an
Indian, which is different from working with a Brazilian. They will
acknowledge that even as cultures and norms are brought closer
together, diversity in thought processes will remain, and it will be
up to someone to facilitate this melting pot.

Third, they will acquire solid foreign language skills and travel
as much as possible.

Finally, they will advocate for sensible political policies that not
only will make the entrepreneur’s job easier but will increase the
overall quality of life for most people in the world. In this spirit,
they will reject protectionism, favor free markets, favor open immi-
gration, and work to build social safety nets for those left behind.

Writing Skill

This may seem self-serving, since I enjoy writing, but I believe in it.
Clear writing reflects clear thinking, and in an increasingly messy,
complex world, clear thinking will be highly valued. Advanced
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math skills will be important for scientists and engineers—and we
need more of those—but for an average businessperson I don’t see
math as integral to their future. Certainly a grounding in statistics
and computation is important, and a strong grasp of accounting.
But with the increasing speed and accessibility of computers, even
basic math skills seem unnecessary in many kinds of jobs. So
whereas technology will continue to process increasingly complex
equations, I don’t see technology being able to express increasingly
complex ideas, or paint a literary picture, as good, human writing
does. As entrepreneur and engineer Paul Graham has said, “Writ-
ing doesn’t just communicate ideas; it generates them. If you’re
bad at writing and don’t like to do it, you’ll miss out on most of the
ideas writing would have generated.”

On-Demand Education

Due to globalization and accelerating change, knowledge—even
of the most esoteric sort—is easily accessible. For example, one
issue of the Sunday New York Times contains more information than
somebody in the Middle Ages was exposed to in an entire lifetime.
In the past, knowledge was scarce and you had to go to a univer-
sity to acquire it. Now it’s abundant, basically free, and at the mercy
of the most curious. To stay sharp, the cutting-edge entrepreneur
will take advantage of “on-demand” education and concede that
the most important learning you do may occur after college or
graduate school. As B. C. Forbes, founder of Forbes magazine, once
said, “Vitally important for a young man or woman is, first, to real-
ize the value of education and then to cultivate earnestly, aggres-
sively, ceaselessly, the habit of self-education.”

The other key implication of an abundant-knowledge society
is the new emphasis on experiences. Experiences in the real world
that apply learned knowledge will be valued more than ever.
Knowledge may now be free, but experiences aren’t. Entrepre-
neurs should acquire diverse experiences in different fields and
countries so they can bring to bear a broader perspective than
their competitors. Original thinking, especially in business, is rare.
Couple common knowledge with uncommon experiences and
you’ll get ahead.
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Nice Guys

In a connected world, reputation becomes transparent. Your rep-
utation will follow you. Opinion websites, reputation networks, per-
sonal blogs, and the like all contribute to a more honest portrayal
of somebody than anything available before. Thus, nice, likeable
leaders win. Jerks will be exposed. No one wants to do business
with an asshole. Sure, sometimes assholes win. But as Stanford pro-
fessor Bob Sutton has said, “If you are a successful asshole, you are
still an asshole and I don’t want to be around you.”

Be likeable and you’ll win more often.

Brain Trust: How to Think About the Future
BY SEAN NESS

The keyboard taught me how to think about the future.
In seventh grade (in 1982), I learned to do a little BASIC pro-

gramming. Though it didn’t persuade me to become a program-
mer, I eventually decided to learn how to type by enrolling in a
class with my best friend. I thought: computers will be big! We were
the only guys in the class of forty, which led to a lot of ribbing from
our buddies who questioned our manhood. But then our friends
all took the class the next year, after seeing how critical computers
were becoming.

What was so special about taking that typing class? Now that I
work at the Institute for the Future, I understand that I was simply
using a foresight-to-insight-to-action process. My foresight: com-
puters would soon play a large role in the economy. This led to the
insight that if I learned how to type, finding a computer-related job
would be much easier. The action step was easy: learn to type!

In the age of the internet, everyone can know what is new, but
only the best leaders will be able to sense what is important. Ben’s
story teaches us it’s possible to create a meaningful business that
rewards entrepreneurs who have foresight about coming trends.

Remember:

1. Develop foresight to sense and understand the context around
the dilemmas that challenge you.
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2. Develop your own insights and stimulate insights by others.
3. Learn when to act and how to learn from your actions.

What’s today’s keyboard? What’s the foresight the best entre-
preneurs have right now? I believe it’s the ability to explore/analyze/
synthesize abundant data. Driven by the unbridled increase in pro-
cessing power, a new phrase is emerging: “simulation literacy.” It
will become more important than computer literacy. Information
overload won’t just be limited to bland Excel spreadsheets. You’ll
be dealing with high-resolution simulations (such as surgeons-in-
training operating on lifelike mannequins) incorporating auditory,
visual, and tactile inputs and outputs.

Sean Ness works at the Institute for the Future, the leading independent
nonprofit research group that helps organizations make better, informed
decisions about the future.
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What Will You Be Shouting
When You Reach the Grave?

To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist,
that is all.
OSCAR WILDE

In late August 2005 I returned to my high school. We seniors were
off to our customary retreat before school started—two days in the
Marin headlands. I felt refreshed and happy to see my friends
again, some of whom I’d grown close to. During the summer I had
worked for Comcate, but more interestingly, I left the country for
the first time on a three-week exchange program in Zurich,
Switzerland. I also read thirty books on all sorts of topics, and
baked in the sun (I may be chairman of the board, but my tan is
still important).

As my classmates and I boarded the big yellow school buses, I
felt the familiar rub of my BlackBerry against my upper left thigh.
After settling into a seat, I took off my BlackBerry, stuffed it into
my backpack, and turned around to talk with my friends. We talked
about the upcoming year and how fast time had flown. Then I
turned and looked out the window. Fog, fog, fog wrapped the bus
as we curved our way into the Marin hills. Time had flown. Just
three years ago I had boarded the same bus to start high school,
only at that time Comcate was in the midst of hiring an interim
CEO, and I couldn’t believe I would lose email access during the
most critical phase.
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The freshman year bus ride started two years of pure craziness.
Twenty-five hours a week dedicated to my company, basketball
during the winter, and a major social adjustment to the partying
style of high school. I’ve changed as a person, I thought, by now the
bus grinding on gravel, desperately climbing a hill. I feel more self-
confident than ever before. I finally felt that when I represented myself
in the adult business world I stood as a peer, not some kid. I finally
felt that when I interacted with my school friends we developed
deep rapport and mutual respect and shared (usually off-color)
jokes. Finally.

>>

During my senior year of high school I applied to colleges. I had
mixed feelings. On the one hand, I had and continue to have an
intense desire to learn more, meet new kinds of people, and have
my own ideas challenged. On the other hand, my mediocre aca-
demic experience in high school and own observations of college
life didn’t convince me that another four years of structured for-
mal education would be effective. A meeting in New York with mar-
keting author Seth Godin left me with the idea of the “real-life
university.” What kind of education would I receive if I spent four
years traveling around the world, working, reading a hundred
books a year, and meeting mentors? It was an intriguing alterna-
tive in the event that no traditional colleges appealed to me.

In my research I became dismayed at how many of the colleges,
parents, counselors, and students fed into a mania that seemed so
antientrepreneurial: standardized testing ad nauseam and endless
babble about “resumes.” Friends in private colleges also told me
that in their $40,000-a-year institutions, booze trumped academic
pursuit. An expensive way to live the life of the party!

Nonetheless, I did find some schools that seemed like exciting
places to study academic subjects I’d never think about again, meet
bright students from all over the world, and immerse myself in a
new geography. I was a unique applicant to these liberal arts col-
leges and research universities due to my poor grades (2.6 GPA
prior to senior year + 3.9 GPA first semester senior year = 2.99
cumulative GPA), decent SAT scores, and unusual extracurricular
activities. No matter how compelling my other activities—editor-
in-chief of the student newspaper, captain of the varsity basketball

168 MY START-UP LIFE

c18.qxd  3/22/07  4:53 PM  Page 168



team, and then, of course, founding and operating Comcate—I
knew that many colleges wouldn’t look beyond the transcript. Even
though they wouldn’t appreciate the entrepreneurial experiences,
I still did.

The more time that passes the happier I am I took the plunge my
first two years of high school: starting a company, hiring program-
mers, signing up beta clients, hiring a president, growing the busi-
ness, passing on the reins, working with media, engaging in broader
Bay Area life, and so forth. As I told my college counselor, “I made
choices, I don’t regret them, and I’ll accept the consequences.”

I started visiting colleges that would appreciate my indepen-
dent intellectual pursuits as worthy supplements to traditional class-
room work. In the end I applied to a dozen schools and was
thrilled to learn I had been accepted by most, including a small lib-
eral arts college in Los Angeles County called Claremont McKenna
College, a school devoted to “educating leaders in business and
public affairs.” I will enroll at Claremont in fall ’07 after finishing
my gap year. When it comes to government, public policy, and eco-
nomics undergraduate education, Claremont has few equals and
no superiors. Los Angeles will be a good base for me, and I won’t
mind the Southern California sunshine one bit.

>>

When I was a kid, some neighborhood friends and I would play
tackle football at Kezar Stadium in San Francisco. I developed a
reputation as a “bull.” Despite being just ten years old, I would
refuse to be tackled on a handoff, and it would take at least two
guys four years my senior to bring me down, and even then I
savored the dirt and mud that marred my face, as a reminder that
bulls go down, and bulls get back up.

But sometimes I wouldn’t hit the ground. My old basketball
coach Darné used to scream at me if I made it through a whole
basketball game without picking up a foul. “If you don’t have a foul
by the end of the game, you played too soft. You didn’t take
enough risks on defense,” he said.

These are questions I often ask myself: Do I have dirt on my
face? Have I picked up any fouls? Changing the world requires tak-
ing risks. You’ve taken a risk by reading this book. Are you ready
to take another? Check out mystartuplife.com, if you are.
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Brainstorm: Entrepreneurs Are Optimists
Have you ever met a pessimistic entrepreneur? I haven’t.

Great entrepreneurs are what I call “cold water optimists.”
They’re upbeat about the future, they believe they can create
a better tomorrow, they believe that people are basically good,
they believe hope inspires. But they are also practical—hence
the “cold water” on their face that forces them to confront
reality. They convert their optimism into tangible actions.

Newspaper headlines scream pessimism. Politicians and
pundits can make a living off negativity. Cocktail parties are
full of doomsayers, with optimists (especially young ones)
written off as uneducated in the rough and unfair real world.

It’s important for entrepreneurs to avoid these stains.
Optimism opens the creative process for seeing the invisi-
ble. Optimism is the entrepreneur’s flute—sweet and some-
times the lone voice, but it’s what makes us different.

How can you, as an enterprising go-getter who sometimes
faces a brutal reality, build optimism? In his book Learned Opti-
mism, Martin Seligman argues that what distinguishes opti-
mists and pessimists is their “explanatory style” of the events
around them. If you aren’t hired for that job, do you see this
failure as permanent (“I’ll never get another job”) or as an
isolated event? Do you incorporate this failure into your self-
definition (“I’m just not smart enough to get a job”) or as an
incident for which there were probably many factors outside
your control? Reflecting on how you explain things to your-
self is the first step to becoming an optimist. Then, Seligman
says, you should think about the usefulness of your pessimism
(Is it getting you anywhere?), whether your pessimism with-
stands scrutiny of the evidence on which you base your neg-
ativity (Is it just irrational emotion?), and the implications of
the unfortunate events (probably not as catastrophic as you
make them out to be).

Remember—if you’re still seeing the glass half-empty, go
pour your glass of water into a smaller glass so it fills to the
top!
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We have reached the end. I hope I’ve shown how wonderful an
entrepreneurial life can be, what some of the drawbacks or chal-
lenges are, and that only you can decide whether carving your
own life path is Your Way. If you choose to join the legions of “life
entrepreneurs,” there will be people older and younger, side-by-
side in the wonderful capitalist framework that is competition,
working to effect change, working to make the world a better
place.

>>

Mavis Leyrer once said, “The object of life’s journey is not to arrive
at the grave safely in a well-preserved body, but rather to skid in
sideways, totally worn out, shouting, Holy shit, what a ride!!!”

What will you be shouting when you reach the grave?
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Brain Trust: Let Your Heart Guide You
BY TIMOTHY J. TAYLOR

One of the first times I met Ben, we didn’t sit in a conference room
or at Starbucks. We met in a meditation garden off Union Street in
San Francisco. We spent almost an hour talking about the essence
of leadership and passion without explicitly discussing business.

That afternoon we talked about the light of love inside all of
us. This conversation revealed qualities of Ben I gravitate toward:
honesty, humor, intelligence, and attentiveness to others. Since
then, Ben and I have had numerous discussions about soul and
spirit and its relevance in the competitive, fast-paced world of
entrepreneurship.

I’ve learned that the material success in business Ben and I
enjoy is temporary (that is, you can’t take it with you). This real-
ization has been critical to both our lives. And having worked with
hundreds of entrepreneurs, I find it’s been critical to others as
well—the most successful ones know that no matter how much
money they make, true peace is eternal and achieved from within.

In your start-up or your career, you will be faced with chal-
lenges that will frustrate and confuse you. You will experience
material successes or failures—let your heart guide you.

If you look at the best leaders in business I think you’ll find
they’re too busy living to worry about material wealth. Material
success is a by-product of a focus on their total well-being. Ben and
I live it. You can live it too.

Timothy J. Taylor connects entrepreneurs with investors and customers in
Silicon Valley. He also is the oral presentation coach for all the entrepre-
neurs who pitch the Band of Angels investment group.
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Appendix A: What’s Next

I spent a long, long time on this book. And with the way the pub-
lishing world works, I probably won’t make much money on it. I
wrote it because I believe in the power of each of us to change the
world. So I only ask of you one thing: begin. Get started. “Live in
life,” as Joan Didion would say. Go start a company. Go start a club.
Create a website, write a blog, cold-call your hero. Buy this book
for your friends and talk about it. Talk about entrepreneurship.
Read more books. But start. Now. The clock is ticking. If not now,
when? If not you, who?

I’m ready to help.
Tap into a larger community around My Start-Up Life by visiting

the companion website: www.mystartuplife.com. There you will
find additional content and be able to connect with fellow readers.
You can sign up for my email newsletter or subscribe to my blog.

If you need a little more, turn the page to find a one-a-day vita-
min plan!
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Appendix B: A One-a-Day,
One-Month Plan to
Becoming a Better
Entrepreneur

It’s time to get started. Here are some daily vitamins designed to
be digested one per day. Over the next month focus on each of
these items for a full day—how can they become habits for you? If
you’re looking for even more, log onto mystartuplife.com and find
additional suggestions around each of the ideas with an online
label.

Day 1. Meet as many people as you can. Be open to randomness when
meeting new people. In New York, the person waiting your
table could be the next big movie star. Apply a “Who knows?”
mentality to every encounter. After you meet someone, be
meticulous in your organization and follow-up.

Day 2. Start reading. You are what you read. Read magazines, news-
papers, books, blogs, websites. All knowledge is accessible. The
most curious win. Online: Find specific magazines and books you
should read.

Day 3. Email five people you’d like to meet, but don’t know yet. You never
know until you try. You’ll be surprised how many people will
write back.

Day 4. Become a top-notch emailer. Get good at filtering emails and
managing the inflow. Be careful before “Replying All.” Answer
all email promptly. Figure out how to become even more pro-
ductive. Here’s a tip: if you can answer it in under a minute, do
it now.
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Day 5. Write down everything. When you move at the speed of an
entrepreneur, it’s easy to forget things. Write down your ideas,
your to-do’s, your notes from the meeting. Organize them.
Online: Learn how to organize your fringe thoughts.

Day 6. Become a sophisticated listener. Try to discern hidden meanings.
Develop a reputation as someone who can listen to other peo-
ples’ issues in a compassionate, genuine way.

Day 7. Send five handwritten notes. Think about five people who
mean a lot to you and mail them a handwritten note, right
now, expressing your appreciation. Online: Each handwritten note
should be four lines long.

Day 8. Create an expert effect. Develop expertise in an issue that oth-
ers will find valuable. Become an indispensable resource in
something.

Day 9. Travel somewhere. Get outside your normal frame of reference
and see what happens. See if you approach an issue with a new
perspective. See if a new physical place puts you in a new men-
tal place. Make a reservation today! Online: See the best places to
visit.

Day 10. Raise the bar for one day and observe results. Hold impeccable
standards for one full day. No crappy emails, no half-ass efforts,
no tasks put off, no workout skipped, no silly indulgence in
unhealthy food. Easier than you thought?

Day 11. Read The Kite Runner along with Jack Welch’s Straight from
the Gut. See which you find more interesting. Online: Find other
nonbusiness books that will rock your world.

Day 12. Research charities, give money, and then talk to your friends about
why you did it. Tune your antenna to causes that excite you.
Online: Find out about charities that are changing the world.

Day 13. Build a smart “personal finance infrastructure.” Start saving
money. Invest in index funds. Keep and track a budget. Get
wealthy. Online: Personal finance 101.

Day 14. Write a blog. Put yourself out there. Share your ideas. Dis-
close yourself. Become transparent. Online: How to start a blog
and which blogs to read.

Day 15. Pour your heart into it. Say what you mean and mean what you
say. Total enthusiasm—straight from the heart—in all efforts.
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Day 16. Form an advisory board. Surround yourself with bigger souls
and sharper brains.

Day 17. Find someone younger/less experienced than you and help them.
Give a little, get a lot back. Not only will you learn a ton, it will
feel good, too.

Day 18. Be religious with a to-do list. If it doesn’t go on a task list, it
doesn’t get done.

Day 19. Stop watching TV. If you do, “I don’t have time” will always
ring false.

Day 20. Find your pole. Life gets crazy sometimes. We all need to
swing around something. For some, religion is their pole. Find
your pole, your steadying center influence, and never lose sight
of it.

Day 21. Know what you don’t know. Figure out what you’re good at
and find others who help you where you’re not. Reduce your
blind spots as much as possible. Online: See how to reduce your
blind spots.

Day 22. Make someone call you an asshole. You don’t know where a
line exists until you cross it. Be brash and overly confident until
someone says, “Stop being such an asshole.” That’s when
you’ve crossed the line. Take four or five steps back, and then
you’re in the right place.

Day 23. Be quick, but don’t hurry. Sometimes you’ll need to sprint.
But business can be a marathon. Markets—and life—have a
natural pace. Be quick within that framework.

Day 24. Keep a stash of positive thoughts handy. Positive affirmations
go a long way. Here’s one: “Just trust yourself. Then you will
know how to live.” Online: Find other positive thoughts.

Day 25. Hold fewer meetings. Talk less, act more. Online: Learn how to
run and participate in excellent meetings.

Day 26. Act on incomplete information. Former U.S. Joint Chiefs of
Staff Chairman Colin Powell expected his commanders in the
field to make decisions when they had 40 percent of the poten-
tially available information. In life-or-death situations. And you
think you need more information?!

Day 27. Set up a virtual office. Search for “Web 2.0 applications”
online and start implementing tools to make you a mean, lean,
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virtual machine. Online: Tools that will make you lean and mean
are available.

Day 28. Have multiple side projects going. Diversify your portfolio of
interests and activities.

Day 29. Be funny. Humor can be scarce in a serious world. Be that
guy people want to be around. Research humor and good one-
liners. Online: Funny business: humor for the busy executive.

Day 30. Make people feel like a million bucks. It all starts with people.
Here’s a tip: if you’re going to compliment someone, do it in
public.
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Appendix C:
Ben’s Reading List

I’m a bookslut. I undress my unread bookshelf with my eyes and
imagine myself buried in the books’ dark, curvy lines of black text.
Books are a source of entertainment and learning for me. There
are good nonfiction books on virtually every topic imaginable, and
some six thousand new business books are published each year. I’ll
read some fiction now and then, but only by the best (Tom Wolfe,
Philip Roth, and the like). For businesspeople I recommend that
at most three or four of every ten books you read should be con-
ventional “business books.” Books outside the realm of traditional
business can be surprisingly rewarding and helpful. Here are my
top picks.

Business
Crossing the Chasm, by Geoffrey Moore
The Ultimate Question, by Fred Reichheld
Winning the Loser’s Game, by Charles Ellis
The Moral Consequences of Economic Growth, by Benjamin Friedman
The MouseDriver Chronicles, by Kyle Lusk and John Harrison
Freakonomics, by Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner
The Effective Executive, by Peter Drucker
Soros: The Life and Times of a Messianic Billionaire, by Michael Kaufman
The Medici Effect, by Frans Johanson
Free Prize Inside and the Big Moo, by Seth Godin
Softwar: An Intimate Portrait of Larry Ellison, by Matthew Symonds
The Marketing Playbook, by John Zagula
How Would You Move Mount Fuji? by William Poundstone
The Four Obsessions of an Extraordinary Executive, by Patrick Lencioni
The Entrepreneur’s Guide to Business Law, by Constance Bagley
Good to Great, by Jim Collins
On Becoming a Leader, by Warren Bennis
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Information Rules, by Carl Shapiro and Hal Varian
eBoys, by Randal Stross
Fooled by Randomness, by Nassim Nicholas Taleb
Compassionate Capitalism, by Marc Benioff
Love Is the Killer App, by Tim Sanders

Globalization
The World Is Flat, by Tom Friedman
Creative Destruction, by Tyler Cowen
Globaloney, by Michael Veseth
Money Makes the World Go Round, by Barbara Garson
How “American” Is Globalization? by William Marling

Intellectual Life
The Blank Slate, by Steven Pinker
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, by Erving Goffman
Reflections by an Affirmative Action Baby, by Stephen Carter
Integrity, by Stephen Carter
The Accidental Asian, by Eric Liu
Mind Wide Open, by Steven Johnson
Socrates Café, by Chris Phillips
Self-Renewal, by John Gardner
Public Intellectuals, by Richard Posner

Psychology
Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion, by Robert Cialdini
Flow, by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi
Man’s Search for Meaning, by Viktor Frankl

Biography/Memoir
My Life, by Bill Clinton
This Boy’s Life, by Tobias Wolff
Swimming Across, by Andy Grove
All Over But the Shoutin’, by Rick Bragg
Personal History, by Katherine Graham
Emerson: Mind on Fire, by Robert Richardson
In an Uncertain World, by Robert Rubin
The Year of Magical Thinking, by Joan Didion

Religion
End of Faith, by Sam Harris
The Universe in a Single Atom, by the Dalai Lama
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The World’s Religions, by Huston Smith
The Bhagavad-Gita
Plan B: Further Thoughts on Faith, by Anne Lamott
Under the Banner of Heaven, by Jon Krakauer

Politics/Current Affairs
Ghost Wars, by Steve Coll
Running the World, by David Rothkopf
Founding Brothers, by Joseph Ellis
A Conflict of Visions, by Thomas Sowell
Going Nucular, by Geoffrey Nunberg
America at the Crossroads, by Francis Fukuyama
Holidays in Hell, by P. J. O’Rourke
River Town, by Peter Hessler

Novels
I Am Charlotte Simmons, by Tom Wolfe
Reading in the Dark, by Seamus Deane
Dubliners, by James Joyce
The Scarlet Letter, by Nathaniel Hawthorne
The Plot Against America, by Philip Roth
Ender’s Game, by Orson Scott Card
Disgrace, by J. M. Coetze
Indecision, by Benjamin Kunkel
The Secret Life of Bees, by Sue Monk Kidd
The Bonfire of the Vanities, by Tom Wolfe
Saturday, by Ian McEwan

Random
On Paradise Drive, by David Brooks
How to Be Alone, by Jonathan Franzen
A Hope in the Unseen, by Ron Suskind
Dress Your Family in Corduroy and Denim, by David Sedaris
Clinton & Me, by Mark Katz
What Does It Mean to Be Well Educated? by Alfie Kohn
Consider the Lobster, by David Foster Wallace
A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again, by David Foster Wallace
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Endnotes

All URLs that appear here are linked to my website for easy access:
www.mystartuplife.com. Some of the URLs may have changed over
time.

Introduction
The Apple Computer “Think Different” TV advertisement is available at

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KreJkItCk4E.
The Joan Didion quote is from her commencement address titled “Look-

ing Out” on June 15, 1975, at the University of California, Riverside.

Chapter 1.0: My Dot-Com Life Begins
The title and part of the idea for the sidebar “Who Knows What Could

Happen If You Raise Your Hand?” came from Ramit Sethi at http://
www.iwillteachyoutoberich.com/archives/2006/07/ramit_teaches_
kids_bribes_them.html.

Chapter 2.0: Nature or Nurture?
References to “Flow” in “All the Fuss About ‘Passion’—and How to Tap

into Yours” are based on Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in Flow: The Psy-
chology of Optimal Experience (New York: HarperCollins, 1990).

The statistic on rebate fulfillment comes from ConsumerAffairs.com, cited
at http://www.youngmoney.com/consumer/shopping_tips/060401.

Chapter 3.0: The First Axiom of Business
The term “fringe thoughts,” used in the sidebar “The Fringe-Thoughts

List: Where Most Great Ideas Develop,” was coined by C. Wright
Mills in his book The Sociological Imagination (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2000).

Chapter 5.0: First Meeting with a VC
The phrase “red sugary buzz . . . each an expression of the other” was

inspired by a passage in Benjamin Kunkel’s excellent novel Indeci-
sion (New York: Random House, 2005), p. 39.
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The article mentioned in “The Power of Mentors” is G. R. Roche, “Much
Ado About Mentors,” Harvard Business Review, 1979, 1, 14–31. See
http://careerfocus.bmjjournals.com/cgi/content/full/324/7353/
S203#B3.

Chapter 6.0: Signing Up Early Customers
The Southwest Airlines CEO quote mentioned in the sidebar “I Have a

Strategic Plan. It’s Called Doing Things,” as well as the idea of
action, came from Tom Peters’s slides: “111 Ridiculously Obvious
Thoughts on Selling.” See http://www.tompeters.com/slides/
uploaded/Sales111_012806.pdf.

Some tips in “Asking Questions: There’s a Right and a Wrong Way” are
drawn from “The Question Man,” by Susan Paterno, American Jour-
nalism Review, Oct. 2000; see http://www.ajr.org/article_printable.
asp?id=676.

Chapter text asks the follow-up question, “Why did you ask that question?”
This sales technique comes from Chris Yeh; see http://chrisy
eh.blogspot.com/2006/08/why-do-you-ask.html.

Chapter 7.0: Confronting Failure . . . and Bouncing Back
I cite William Davidow’s Marketing High Technology (New York: Free Press,

1986).

Chapter 8.0: Hiring an Interim CEO
The sidebar “Three Sure Ways to Maximize Luck” appeared first, under

my byline, in Youth Wealth: Trade Secrets from Teens Who Are Changing
American Business, by Jon Swartz (Bloomington: Rooftop Publishing,
2006). The idea of “exposing yourself to randomness” comes in part
from Brad Feld during a personal conversation on the value of tra-
ditional four-year universities (home to random events, speakers,
and activities). The idea of “self-deception” comes from Dan Gilbert
in his book Stumbling on Happiness (New York: Knopf, 2006).

Chapter 9.0: The Hunt for a COO
I quote Jim Collins’s Good to Great (New York: HarperCollins, 2001).
The sidebar “How to Overcome Fear of Failure” mentions “self-protec-

tion.” This idea comes from an online exchange between ESPN’s
Bill Simmons and New Yorker writer Malcolm Gladwell; see http://
proxy.espn.go.com/espn/page2/story?page=simmons/060302.

Text references to Microsoft’s interview questions come from How Would
You Move Mount Fuji? by William Poundstone (Boston: Little, Brown,
2003).
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Chapter 10.0: Life as a Road Warrior
I cite Geoffrey Moore’s Crossing the Chasm (New York: HarperBusiness,

1999) and Cliff Atkinson’s Beyond Bullet Points (Seattle: Microsoft
Press, 2005).

Chapter 11.0: I’m a Sophomore
The main ideas developed in the sidebar “Being a Corporate Athlete”

came from the book The Power of Full Engagement, by Jim Loehr and
Tony Schwartz (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2003).

The text on academic struggles mentions childhood versus adult preco-
ciousness. This idea came from an article in the Association for Psy-
chological Science’s Observer; see http://www.psychologicalscience.
org/observer/getArticle.cfm?id=2026.

The same text section discusses the desire to be appreciated for effort. This
idea appeared in early drafts of my book, and Malcolm Gladwell
recently discussed it on his own blog: http://gladwell.typepad.com/
gladwellcom/2006/09/degree_of_diffi.html.

I cite Erving Goffman’s Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New York:
Anchor, 1959).

Chapter 12.0: A Silicon Valley Life
“Networking 101” and “Networking 202” contain ideas from my friend

Auren Hoffman.
“Creating and Projecting Brand ‘Me’” contains some ideas discussed in

the e-book by Rajesh Setty on personal branding; see http://www.
lifebeyondcode.com/ebooks/PBTP.pdf.

I cite Marc Benioff and Carlye Adler’s The Business of Changing the World
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 2006).

Chapter 13.0: The Product Development Process
The sidebar “Dare to Be Mediocre: Good Is the Enemy of Perfect” con-

tains ideas by Auren Hoffman.

Chapter 15.0: The Long, Hard Slog
The reference to Gartner, Inc.’s “trough of disillusionment” and the kind

of company that gets stuck in the long, hard slog comes from my
friend Seth Levine on his blog: http://sethlevine.typepad.com/
vc_adventure/2006/01/when_should_you.html.

Andy Sack’s blog post on “three questions each management team should
ask themselves” is at http://asack.typepad.com/a_sack_of_seattle/
2006/10/the_meeting_tha.html.
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“Getting More Good Revenue and Less Bad Revenue” is based on an idea
discussed on Will Price’s blog: http://www.willprice.blogspot.com/
2006/09/how-pure-is-your-model.html.

Chapter 16.0: Fulfilling the Mission, One Customer at a Time
The sidebar “Make Meaning” contains ideas from Guy Kawasaki’s top ten

start-up rules; see http://www.alwayson-network.com/printpage.
php?id=11962_0_11_0_C.

Chapter 17.0: The Road Ahead
I cite Paul Graham’s essay “Writing Briefly,” available at http://www.

paulgraham.com/writing44.html.

Chapter 18.0: What Will You Be Shouting When You Reach
the Grave?
“Entrepreneurs Are Optimists” contains ideas from Learned Optimism, by

Martin Seligman (New York: Vintage Books, 2006).
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